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Q: When and where were you born?

EICHER: | was born in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia on April 26, 1950.
Q: | used to register babies in Dhahran too back in 1958 to 1960.
EICHER: You were assigned there?

Q: Yes, | was the consular officer.

Okay, Peter; let's take your father's side. When and where did the Eichers come from and
what do you know about them?

EICHER: Well, the Eichers have been in the United States since before the American
Revolution. My grandmother was a member of the Daughters of the American Revolution
and could trace our ancestry all the way back to St. Louis, King Louis IX of France, as
well as a king of the Netherlands. But she was a Boyd, not an Eicher until she married, of
course.

Q: What were the early Eichers doing in the U.S.?
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EICHER: I'm not quite sure what they were all doing, actually. The best records we have
are on my grandmother's side, that's my father's mother, the Boyd family. The first of my
ancestors to reach America came to New York when it was still New Amsterdam. They
were Dutch. The Eichers came at a later point, I'm not sure when or where. The Boyds
came in the 1700's and eventually they made their way to upstate New York.

Q: Well, let's talk about upstate New York. When is the first time you are aware of what
your grandparents or your great-grandparents or great-great-grandparents were doing in
upstate New York?

EICHER: You know, I'm not quite sure when | first became aware. | know that my
grandmother did proudly keep a handwritten book that showed the family history
generation by generation all the way back through these illustrious names that | have
dropped. If | recall correctly, it was a member of the Dutch royal house of de Graff who
traveled to New Amsterdam. | remember visiting the main cathedral in Amsterdam once
and finding a very old de Graff tomb there; perhaps it was a member of the same family.
But at some point a de Graff descendant in America married a Boyd, which was my
grandmother's family. It's her familthe Boydwho were in upstate New York. They were
originally a Scotch-Irish family and immigrated to the U.S. in the mid-1700s. One of the
early Boyds was a private in the New York militia during the American Revolution and later
went on to be state assemblyman, | think, and was involved in building the Erie Canal

and | think served as a weigh master on the Canal. As for the Eicher family, I'm not sure
exactly when or where they arrived in the U.S., although it also was before the Revolution.
The Eichers were Swiss-German and, | think, migrated to the U.S. by way of Strasbourg,
but | don't recall the circumstances; | believe we have it in the family records somewhere.

Q: What do you know about your grandparents on your father's side?

EICHER: On my father's side my grandfather was a pharmaceutical chemist and he
lived in Chicago, although | believe he was born in South Dakota. | remember him
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talking about the farm in South Dakota. After they moved to Chicago and he became a
chemist, he was, in fact, the first person to put cod liver oil into a tablet, which | guess was
rather revolutionary at the time. He was never a big businessman but was a reasonably
successful small businessman, with his own very small factory making pills. He and his
family did alright in the Depression, since medicines are one of the last things people

give up, even in hard times. | remember liking his stories about when he was a boy, how
motorcars were still so rare that all the kids would run down the street to see whenever
one passed. He also talked about going out to the shores of Lake Michigan to see the first
airplanes fly over. | used to think that was strange and amusing, and now | find myself
doing the same sort of thing with my grandchildretelling them about the days when we
didn't have computers, video players, and such, and telling them about watching on TV
when the first man landed on the moon.

Q: And your grandfather?

EICHER: That is my grandfather I've been talking about. My father was an oilman, a
petroleum geologist and micro-paleontologist, hence the assignment in Dhahran. He was
working for ARAMCO (the Arabia-American Oil Company) at the time.

Q: What part of the oil business was he in?

EICHER: He was a geologist, involved in exploration for oil. He spent many years in the
Middle East. He was looking for oil in the Middle East, especially in Egypt and the Sahara.
During World War 1l, he was exploring for oil in the Middle East. He was exempted from
the army because they thought his work looking for oil was more important for the war
effort than serving as an infantryman would have been. He was working for ESSO and
then went to ARAMCO, which I think was associated with ESSO.

Q: Did the Middle East play much of a role in the stories in the family?

EICHER: Oh yes. You haven't asked me about my mother's side yet.
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She was of Egyptian nationality and was part of a Sephardic Jewish family that has both
Spanish and Italian heritage. Her family was part of the huge community of Jews and other
non-Arabs that lived in Egypt, and particularly in Alexandria, at that point. She worked with
the British Armas a secretary, | thinduring the War. | remember her stories of Cairo being
bombed and of being able to hear the guns during the Battle of EI Alamein. She and my
father met there not long after the War and were married in Egypt in 1947.

Q: The Sephardic Jews, how did they get started in Egypt?

EICHER: We don't have good family records on that side, perhaps in part because much
of the family was in Europe and died in the Holocaust. My mother's farther was one of

13 children, | believe, and her mother was one of 11 children, so we're talking very large
families, many of whom didn't survive, particularly on my grandfather's side. In term of
how they got to Egypt, | believe if may go back to the expulsion of the Jews from Spain
around 1492. | don't know where the family really came from that long ago. My grandfather
did have a Spanish last namErrera. He himself was from Thessalonica, which at the time
was part of the Ottoman Empire, and he was a relatively recent immigrant to Egypt from
there. My grandmother's family was the Naggiars, a fairly prominent family in the Jewish
community in Egypt, who had been there for | don't know how many generations.

Q: What was the status of the Jewish community at that time?

EICHER: There was a big Jewish community in Egypt, especially in Alexandria. It was part
of a quite a cosmopolitan group. Alexandria at the time had huge communities of Greeks
and Italians and others as well, a very cosmopolitan city. The foreign communities, and in
particular the Jews, did not leave in large numbers until after Nasser took over.

So, | come from this background which on one side is Daughters of the American
Revolution/Presbyterian and on the other side and a first generation Egyptian Jewish
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immigrant. And, of course, there are lots of other nationalities mixed in. If you scratch me,
I'll bleed almost every country in Europe and the Middle East.

Q: What were your mother's parents up to?

EICHER: My grandfather on my mother's side, Moise Errera, was a cotton broker but |
can't say that | know a lot more than that about his background or his work. They were
certainly not religious Jews, and even sent my mother to Catholic schools when she was
little.

Q: Let's take your mother. What sort of schooling did she have?

EICHER: She went to, | don't know, | guess it must been private schools in Alexandria
as she was growing up. At that time, the good private schools in Egypt were still French
language schools. French was her first language and the language her parents spoke at
home, although they were of Spanish and Italian ancestry.

Q: Did she go to college?
EICHER: She did go to university in Alexandria.
Q: Your father, what sort of education did he have?

EICHER: He went to university as well. He did geology and micropaleontology at the
University of Chicago and got a master's degree in it.

Q: How long were you in Dhahran?

EICHER: For about a year and, of course, | don't remember it. My parents really did not
like Saudi Arabia very much. At the time, Dhahran was really very much just an oil camp
and they were looking to get out so they left as soon as they could.
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Q: What sort of life was it for them? Did they talk about it much?

EICHER: You know, | think it was the kind of life which might not have been very different
from embassy life on an isolated compound some place. They were out in the middle of
the desert. There was a group of people out there working in exploration and production,
living in what | sense from old family pictures were very small, neat houses and kind of

a landscape that you would be familiar with out on the coast of Saudi Arabia. From what
I've been told, it was a very quiet kind of existence and probably tough. You know, the
climate was tough, the isolation was tough and there was certainly very, very little to do.

| remember my mother complaining that they used to blow the whistle for the men to go

to work and come home, which used to be a big irritation to my dad, who of course was a
professional, as were most of the people there were, and it wasn't as if they were punching
in at a factory, so they wondered why there had to be a whistle for them to come to work in
the morning.

Q: Where did your parents go then?

EICHER: After that they went back to New York. | can't remember when he switched to
which oil company because | was so young at the time but he worked with an oil company
in New York for a little while. We lived in the New York suburbHartsdale and Bronxvillfor

a couple of years and then went back to Egypt. He was assigned back to Egypt for more
exploration work there so we lived in Cairo and Alexandria for a few years. He actually
switched to Conoco at some point.

Q: Do you recall Egypt at all?

EICHER: | do recall it a little bit. | left when | was six so it was more impressions than
serious memories. But | do remember some incidents, and places, and people and smells
and tastes. | started school there, at a British school. In fact, | was later assigned to Egypt
as one of my Foreign Service posts and although | had not been there for thirty years,
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there were more things that were familiar that | expected. | even remember walking around
Alexandria with my wife and when we came to one neighborhood I said “boy, this is
familiar.” | checked later with my parents and found that it was the neighborhood where we
lived. | left Egypt in 1956, during the Suez crisis, when | was only six years old. We were
evacuated, along with the rest of the American community. | was pulled out of school one
day and put on a very crowded ship with the rest of my family and lots of other people. We
didn't have a cabin and | shared a sofa in one of the lounges with my brother as a bed. We
sailed away and were met in the Mediterranean by the U.S. Sixth Fleet. It seemed like an
adventure. And, as | said, | wouldn't see Egypt again for 30 years. My mother's family was
still there when we left, but most of them would also leave within the next few years.

Q: Well, then what?

EICHER: Then Houston, Texas for five years, another oil town, of course, company
headquarters. It was my chance to become an American, to grow up in a regular American
town, go to an American elementary school, and to get to be a Texan. | spent most of
elementary school there; we stayed five years. From there we moved to Paris, France. My
father was still working with Conoco, which was doing exploration mainly in Senegal and
Mauritania so he would spend a lot of time traveling down there but based out of Paris. |
suppose that was the most comfortable place to live when exploring for oil in Africa.

Q: Let's talk a bit about Houston. What do you think of Houston?

EICHER: It was where | spent my elementary school years, so its not as if | had a deep
knowledge of the place. For me, it was nice, a good childhood. There was a pleasant
school, baseball games, friends, neighborhoods, and bicycles, television, and everything
that goes with an American childhood.

Q: Were you much of a reader?
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EICHER: | don't think that | was an enormous reader but | guess | was always a reader. |
liked reading. | started with comic books and moved up through novels.

Q: In elementary school was there sort of a series of books that sort of impressed you?

EICHER: Well, you know, | was certainly reading a lot of Hardy Boy books and things

of that kind. I think there were also a lot of simple history type books that | used to read.
There was one series called Landmark Books that | remember reading several of, that
were simple biographies or maybe history stories of the Texas Rangers or the American
Revolution or things like that. Eventually | moved on up to adult books, maybe starting with
Agatha Christie. | can't remember at what age | might've picked up what. | do remember
that | was reading real adult novels by the time we arrived in Paris, which would have been
sixth grade. Exodus is the first fat book | remember reading.

Q: How about school? Were you much of a student?

EICHER: | was a pretty good student. | didn't tend to be first in the class but | was up there
among the bright students, if you will.

Q: At home, did you have brothers and sisters?

EICHER: | have one brother who is about 16 months older than me, so we were always
pretty close. Since we moved around a lot, | always had a companion who was about my
age. We tended to like the same things and do things together quite a bit.

Q: Did your mother give you much of a taste of Egypt and that part of the family?

EICHER: No, not all that much on a day to day basis, but a certain amount was always
there. | think her philosophy was with that she wanted us to be real Americans and to fit in
with the American kids. So, for example, we always spoke English at home, even though
French was her native language. You know, if you were living in Houston, Texas as an
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elementary school student in the 1950s and you were speaking some language other than
English at home, then people would have thought you were a little weird. | think she very
much wanted to avoid that and so there was probably less emphasis on the foreign side of
the family than there might have been. But, of course, | did know that | had a lot of foreign
relatives. | did speak a little bit of French because when we saw the relatives we would
speak to them in French. So | first learned French the same way | learned English, by
speaking it, not by taking lessons. But since we didn't speak it at home, it was never great
French, just passable, with lots of mistakes and a heavy American accent. In retrospect,
as a Foreign Service officer | sometimes looked back and thought that it would have been
nice to have spoken more French at home so that my French would have been much
better. But that was in retrospect; it certainly wasn't something | wanted to do at the time.

Q: The family didn't speak Arabic?

EICHER: Not Arabic at home, no. I'm not even sure they spoke fluent Arabic although
they certainly knew some. They were very much European Egyptians, although they were
Egyptian nationality.

Q: Alexandria was quite a unique place, the society there.
Did any elementary teachers sort of stick out?

EICHER: You know, | could probably remember most of the names my teachers in Texas
but | can't remember much about them really. | do remember in retrospect, you know, it
was very much the era of segregation and even though it was a public school, it was a
white school. | do have a memory of my third grade teacher railing against integration at
one point, saying the way things were going we were all going to be chocolate-colored
and she was certainly glad that she would be dead and gone by that time. As in all of the
South, there were still separate facilities, for example, white and “colored” water fountains.
In fact, | have an early memory of being with my brother at a supermarket and seeing

the two water fountains and flipping on the colored one and being surprised that it wasn't
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colored water coming out of it. | guess that shows we weren't too keenly aware at that
stage about racial segregation.

Q: When did you leave Houston and go back to Paris?

EICHER: To Paris. That was 1961.

Q: When you were about eleven years old.

EICHER: | was just in the early weeks of sixth grade so | was eleven years old.
Q: Where did you go to school? How long were you in Paris?

EICHER: About two and a half years. | went to school first at the English School of Paris
because there was no room at the American School that year. The next year | transferred
to the American School for seventh grade. | stayed there for a year and a half before the
next move. It was a beautiful school, out in Louveciennes, a suburb of Paris. The school
was set in a couple of old chateaus, really quite a place to go to school. One of them was
the DuBarry pavilion, where Mme DuBarry, Louis XV's mistress, did her entertaining.

Q: How did you find that?

EICHER: It was really very, very nice. We lived in downtown Paris. We very much enjoyed
the freedom of the city, we could take the metro and bus by ourselves, wander the streets
by ourselves, go to movies, museums, wander the Champs Elysee, find the bowling alleys
or whatever, you know, that we wanted to do. We spoke enough French to get around
quite easily and enjoyed Paris life very much. We had a lot of good friends, of course
mainly Americans because we were going to the American school. | should mention that

I met my wife there. She was in my class at the American school for the second half of
seventh grade and the first half of eighth grade. We didn't know each other well, but it was
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a small school so everyone knew everyone else a bit. Our older brothers ended up being
good friends.

Q: They were no particular constraints about wandering around Paris?

EICHER: None at all. There were a few terrorist attacks there at the time, as Algeria was
seeking its independence. De Gaulle was president of France. | didn't understand a lot of
what was going on politically at that time. | guess | didn't pay much attention to it at the
age | was when | got there. There were a couple of bomb blasts in town including one

at the American drugstore right on the Champs Elysee which got a lot of publicity and |
guess even more publicity here in the United States, perhaps. People might call from the
U.S. and say, “Are you okay?” as they tend to do when they hear about anything that goes
wrong in a country when you are assigned there. But basically, it was a safe city at the
time, at least in the neighborhoods we hung out in.

Q: Was there much intermingling with the French?

EICHER: Extremely little. Not as a matter of policy but just because we didn't. We went

to the American School, so we had American friends. There were a few French kids at
school who we might get to know who, for whatever reason, had been put there by their
parents to learn English or whatever. Some of the American kids, like me, hadn't been able
to get into the American School when they first arrived and were put on a waiting list but
unlike me, some had gone to a French school for a year rather than a British school and
so they had some French friends. | got to know a few of them a little bit but generally, not
very much. We also had a few French friends through family connections but with a couple
of exceptions they don't really stand out as people we spent a lot of time with. So, it was

| suppose in some ways it was very exotic and cultured to be growing up in Paris and be
exposed to so many European things. In other ways, it was probably very much like any
twelve year old growing up in a big city anyplace else.

Interview with Mr. Peter D. Eicher http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001547



Library of Congress

Q: You were about fourteen when you left there?

EICHER: Thirteen. We left there at the beginning of 1964 and moved to London, which
was another company headquarters in Europe. | can't recall what may have been the
business reason for my father's move from Paris to London. We were very, very sorry to
leave Paris, of course. It was a nice life, a lot of good friends, a nice city to be in. We were
always sad to leave the places we lived.

London turned out to be a wonderful place, of course. It's a great city. At that time it was
the kind of city you could be safe wandering almost anyplace. There was a lot to do, all
kinds of things going on. The music scene was very activit was just the time that | was
getting into pop music and so fortand of course London was the place at the time. It was
the time of the “British invasion,” when all the most popular rock music was coming from
England. We actually lived in a small apartment building where two of the Beatles were
living when they were just getting started. It was our temporary place when we first moved
to London and where we lived for three or four months while we looked for permanent
housing. George and Ringo were living in the apartment directly upstairs from us. There
were only six or seven flats in the building. There would be girls outside screaming. It was
kind of a fun experience. And heady, especially for a 13 or 14-year-old. The two Beatles
didn't stay long once the fans discovered they were living there.

Q: You were in London how long?
EICHER: Two and a half years.
Q: Where were you going to school?

EICHER: Although there was an American School of London right in town, the school that
was recommended as the place to go was actually the American Air Force school, which
was out in the distant suburbs of London. That didn't have room when | got there, so | was
on a waiting list for the last half of my eighth grade year. | went to a couple of little British
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schools which they called “tutorial schools,” which, | think, | don't know quite how or why
they existed, but they did seem to cater to people who were going to be there a very short
time and had very small classes of five or six people. They would try to give you individual
attention, so it was okay. It gave me a lot of exposure to real British things, British history
and British ways of doing things, which | had already encountered for most of a year at
the English School of Paris. | was in the tutorial schools only for a few months and then
as | started ninth grade, high school, | was able to transfer out to the American Air Force
school, which was called Central High School at that point.

Q: How did you find that?

EICHER: Well, that was good fun. | was there as a teenager. High school was fun in
London. It was a very long bus ride out to the school out in the suburbs, so some of the
best friends we made were the other kids who rode the bus with us. I think we did more
than an hour each direction on the bus every day from downtown London out to the school
but once you got there it was very much a little piece of America. In a way, it looked like

a lot of the American military bases in Europe. It still had lots of Quonset huts built to

last through the end of World War Il, but they were still there being used for one thing or
another, in this case, as a school. They had a new gym and football teams and student
councils and all kinds of normal American school activities.

Q: Looking back during that time, how did your education come out?

EICHER: | think it came out pretty well. You know, it was kind of a conglomeration that
wasn't necessarily as logical a progression as it would have been for somebody who went
through the same school system all their life. Changing schools every year or two, | was
probably missing some structure and probably missed some topics completely as a result.
On the other hand, | probably picked up a lot of things that | would not have picked up in a
standard American school system, particularly with my stints at the English School of Paris
and another half-year at the English schools in England. During those years, | kept hearing
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1066 is the most important year to remember, rather than 1492. | mean, those kinds of
things, and lots of stories of king this and king that and our proud British heritage, in a way
that | might not have gotten at all otherwise.

Q: Did you and your brother get much chance to talk about current events and what was
happening around the dinner table and that sort of thing or not at all?

EICHER: I think we did. We were a family who did sit and have dinner together and that
was partly because we were in Europe and there weren't the TV shows on there like in
the States. Eating dinner with the family | guess we talked partly about what happened
to us during the day, but it seems to me my folks were always interested in world affairs
and that there were probably a lot of things going on in the world that we talked about. |
would be hard pressed maybe to come up with a lot of specific conversations and topics
that we talked about but certainly, | remember discussions of de Gaulle and even Macarios
and the British politicians of the time, Wilson and Heath, and others who were in power
then, not to mention things that were going on in the States as well, which must have
come up. We used to get the New York Herald Tribune, and | remember reading that.
At first, when we got to Paris, | was mainly interested in the comics, but over the years

| started reading more of the paper. Even back in Houston, | remember watching the
Kennedy-Nixon debates on television. | remember, where | was when | heard Kennedy
was assassinatedoing my homework one night in Paris. By the time we left London, the
Vietnam War was already becoming an issue. | remember some discussions at home
about that, as well.

Q: Did your mother, particularly your mother, and father, did Egypt and Israel come up as
a subject much?

EICHER: Very little, that | remember. Not long after 1956, when most of the foreigners left
Egypt, most of my mother's family left also. | can't remember exactly what years. Most of
them, had or managed to get Italian passports and left for Europe. There were also quite
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a few who already lived in France. In fact, when we were living in Paris there was quite a
number of my mother's relatives there. A few ended up in Switzerland as well. So, there
was a big group of relatives with Egyptian connections scattered around Europe and in
that context every once in a while there would be conversations about Egypt primarily but
very little about Israel. My mother's brother moved to Israel but as far as | know he was the
only member of the family who did and my mother did not stay in touch with him.

Q: Did the American embassy intrude much in your affairs? Did you know it existed?

EICHER: Well, we knew it existed, of course. It intruded very little in our affairs. | seem

to remember going to the embassies and in London certainly, in Paris probably. It must
have been to get passports renewed or to get new passports or something like that. Aside
from that, I'm not sure we had any direct contact with the embassies. But, of course, we
had a lot of friends at school whose parents were working for the embassy, so we knew
lots of embassy kids as well as oil company kids and others. The embassy kids seemed
privileged because they could use the PX and get real American stuff, unlike us company
kids who had to live off the local market. It would be a little treat to join the embassy kids or
the military kids to get hamburgers in both London and Paris. There were actually places
right downtown in both cities, as well as out in the bases in the suburbs, with embassy
clubs or officers clubs. I'm not quite sure what they were, but you could go and get a
hamburger, etcetera there if you had a pass, which the embassy kids did. You couldn't do
it on the local market; there weren't any McDonald's or anything like that at that point.

Q: What about the Cold War when you were a kid, was it an issue?

EICHER: | guess it was. | grew up at the time when we used to have air raid drills in
elementary school. | can't remember how often, you know, once a month or once a week
or whatever. The teachers would tell you to get down on your knees underneath your
little desk and tuck your head between your knees so that when the atomic blast went
off you couldn't see it and you wouldn't be hurt by flying glass. In retrospect it seems a
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little comical, as if crouching under your desk would protect you from an atomic blast.
There were events like the Cuban missile crisis and Khrushchev banging his shoe that |
remember hearing about as they happened, although | don't recall that they affected my
life very much at the time. | remember the beginnings of the space race, of course. For
the first few launches of American astronauts they let us out of class in elementary school
to watch the blast-offs. You know, | can remember odds and ends but not really a great
coherent saga of the Cold War. Of course, | became more and more aware when we were
in Europe and | grew older. By the time | was in high school, | was certainly well aware of
the Cold War and international developments.

Q: You left London when?

EICHER: It would have been 1966, after my sophomore year of high school. We moved
back to the States. My father was transferred back to New York headquarters. We ended
up living in Connecticut

Q: Where did you live in Connecticut?

EICHER: We lived in Westport, Connecticut, which was an hour's train ride from New
York, so it was a long commute for my father. | went to the public high school there which
was very good and finished up my high school. My mother worked as a French teacher at
a local private school. My brother went off to college, so | was the only child at home for
the first time. By coincidence, my wife-to-be, who had been in my junior high class in Paris,
had also moved to Westport and was in high school with me there. That's where we finally
got together; | married my high school sweetheart.

Q: What was Westport like? Was this a commuter town or what?

EICHER: It was pretty much a commuter town and it was already a pretty prominent
upper class commuter town. Generally, the closer you went to New York, the more the
real estate prices went up. In Greenwich and Darien, where the commute was shorter,
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the prices were higher. Westport at the time was probably near the outer limits of how far
most people wanted to commute. It was already a very nice place to be. There were a few
movie or TV stars living there. Paul Newman lived in a big place very close to where our
house was. At that time, Westport was also still a town where there were a lot of people
who had grown up there and there were some less well off parts of town, but certainly not
poor. Nowadays, | understand you can't look at a house in Westport for less than a million
dollars. | get back there from time to time. My dad is buried there so | occasionally go back
when | visit my mother and brother who live in New Haven.

Q: You graduated when?
EICHER: In 1968.
Q: In 1968, how did Vietnam play, first for your family and then in high school?

EICHER: It played big-time. | mean, it was right at the time of big military buildups and
national protests. 1968, of course, was the big presidential campaign where Johnson
dropped out and there was the McCarthy movement against the war. We ended up with
Humphrey running against Nixon, so it was a big political year. It was also, of course, the
year that Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy were assassinated. | remember being
activist enough already to have helped organize little protests, memorial sit-ins on the
school green after those assassinations and participating in those. My brother, who was
two grades ahead of me, was already very much worried about the draft and he was really
coming down very strongly on the antiwar side of things for personal and philosophical
reasons. | know his views helped influence mine. I initially got a college deferment, but
those were soon ended. While | was in college, the draft changed to the lottery system. |
drew number 340, so | was safe.

Q: What was the high school like?
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EICHER: It was a big, suburban high school, in my view a very big high school. There
were probably about 600 kids in each grade, grades ten through twelve, which was huge
compared to the schools | have been going to overseas. The Paris school class had
maybe fifty people and now | was in a class of 600, so that was enormous. The school
was spread out on a big campus much like the Foreign Service Institute. It was very active
and a lot of things were going on: football games, dances, proms. Since Westport was

an artsy town and people had connections, there seemed to be a lot of big performers
who would come perform even at the high school auditorium. We had people like Louis
Armstrong and also got a lot of big pop and rock acts of the time, the Young Rascals,
Cream, and Pete Seeger. It seemed unusual to get this sort of people to come to a high
school. Adjusting to a school in the States after being overseas is harder than the other
way around. At overseas schools, almost all the kids are moving around every couple of
years and they come from lots of different places and backgrounds, so it's easier to fit

in. In the States, you're more likely to run into established groups of friends who are less
open to newcomers. As it turned out, | did fine. | found a group of friends, partly through
my wife-to-be, who had already been in the school for a year when | got there. | joined the
Service Club, which got me involved in a lot of activities, and was elected president of the
club in my senior year.

Q: Where did your family fall politically?

EICHER: Well, my father came from a long line of Republicans. He was a Republican and
his father was a Republican. | guess through the Depression his father was very much one
of the anti-Roosevelt people. My dad was on the liberal end of the Republican spectrum,
more of a Rockefeller Republican. My mother always supported the Democrats and, you
know, they would joke that they would cancel each other's votes when they went to the
polls. Eventually, my dad started voting democratic, as well. | think he grew disillusioned
with the Nixon administration. Also, with his kids supporting the Democrats, he grew
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philosophical and thought that since it would soon be our world, he would support the path
we were supporting.

Q: Did you know what you were going to do when you went to college? Did you have an
idea of what your career would be? How did that work out?

EICHER: I didn't know for sure. | had already started thinking about the Foreign Service,
although I didn't know very much about it in a practical sense. Having grown up moving
around all the time, something international appealed to me a lot. | wanted to continue to
move and to see the world. So, | guess it was in my mind that the Foreign Service could
be a career, or something else that would take me out to see the world and have more
international adventures. | was already thinking that way when | went to college. | went to
McGill University in Canada and part of the reason was that it was different, in a way from
U.S. universities. | was practically at home but at the same time | was in another country,
a French speaking city, and it made it seem more exciting to me. Canada was also a good
place to be heading in 1968.

Q: Were you particularly in Canada because of the draft?

EICHER: No, because as | told you | had an exemption and when | left for Canada, |
could've expected to have an exemption for the rest of my college career; the lottery came
a bit later. It was certainly in my mind, however, that Canada wouldn't be a bad place to
be if the situation didn't improve at home and the war continued over the long term. | had
been looking mainly at city schools on the East Coast and applied to a number of them
and actually went to visit McGill in Montr#al and really fell in love with the city and thought
it would be a good school. It had a reputation at the time as “the Harvard of Canada” so

it was well regarded academically. It was also far, far cheaper than American schools

of the same quality. That was particularly important since | was married right out of high
school to my high school sweetheart, Stephanie. The Canadian government subsidized
my education, as they did at the time for all students. Later, they boosted the fees for
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foreign students, but | was gone by then. So, the exotic elemennot that Montr#al was so
wildly exotic, but exotic compared to American citiethe price, and my attraction to the city,
all contributed to the decision to attend McGill, as well as the knowledge that it would be a
good, safe place to be if the war was still an issue when | graduated.

Q: You were at McGill from when to when?
EICHER: From 1968 to 1972.
Q: What was happening in Canada at the time?

EICHER: It was interesting times. Pierre Elliott Trudeau was the young, flamboyant prime
minister who was making headlines all over the world and he was fun to watch. In Qu#bec
province where we were, of course, they had the big separatist movement going on; the
Parti Qu#becois was probably close to its peak at that point and it looked like there was a
quite a chance that Qu#bec might head toward independence. There was even a violent
separatist movement that undertook some bombings and kidnappings.

Q: Did that affect the campus much?

EICHER: Well, you know, it was an activist campus. It was the late 1960s and early

"70s; sit-ins were fun. It was kind of what you did. McGill, of course, was an English
university in Qu#bec and so it stood to be affected by all of this but as an institution it

was not a proponent of separatism, certainly. On the contrary, it was part of the English
establishment. It was even a target. There was at least one bombing right on campus
while we were there about a block from our apartment. | remember hearing the blast and
everybody going out to look and see what had happened, which is, | guess, what we did in
those days; you hear a blast and go to it rather than hunker down, as you're advised to do
now.
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Q: Did you have a feeling that the students, | would think that the students in Canada were
looking over their shoulders and seeing the American students having fun raising hell

on campuses and they didn't have the same issues to protest. Were they kind of looking
around for issues or what?

EICHER: | suppose there was certainly some of that. Yes, | think Canadian campuses
were caught up in the same kind of spirit of a new generation of protest that went with the
'60s, as was the case in France and other countries not involved in Vietnam. You would
have an occasional antiwar rally but it wasn't the same kind of intensity there as in the
United States. There were also quite a lot of Americans at McGill who ended up there

for one reason or another; some certainly to avoid the draft. In fact, we knew a few who
had come up just specifically because their draft number was up and they chose to leave
rather than go to Vietnam. It was quite sad in some cases. Some of them really broke with
their families over their decision to come to Canada and it made very tough times for them.

Q: Did you have any, at the university, were any efforts made to take the people who
defected back to the United States?

EICHER: No. Not that I'm aware of in any case. Canada was pretty much a safe haven.
Getting permission to stay in Canada as a permanent resident wasn't necessarily a sure
thing. There was a complicated system to apply and be accepted. At the same time, | don't
think they were forcibly sending anybody back who was there to avoid the draft.

Q: Did you get any taste of the, | used to call it the syndrome from about half the people
who served in Canada, about the Canadians being annoyed at the Americans because
Americans don't pay much attention to Canada?

EICHER: You certainly got that feeling. You know, there was a constant sense of sleeping
next to an elephant, as they used to say. It didn't make much difference to Americans what
happened in Canada one way or the other. On the other hand, every time we sneezed, it
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affected Canada in big ways. You know, that was just clearly an underlying element of the
national culture that they had to deal with.

Q: Did you find any professors who were, particularly at the instructor level, who were
radically anti-American because of the war and all that or did that translate itself or not?

EICHER: Not so much, no. I think everyone was anti-wal don't remember any professor
who wasn'but | don't think that translated itself into anti-Americanism.

Q: How about McGill and what were you picking up about being at an English university
in the middle of a French-speaking place and this was the time, as you said before,
Francophones and all that, | mean separatism. Did that translate itself to the campus?

EICHER: It did. There were official efforts to be sensitive to what was going on elsewhere
in Qu#bec. In fact, | think | was part of the last class that went through McGill in four
years. Starting with the next year after me, the university changed to a five-year program
designed to give the students more French and to tie in better with the Francophone
elements of Qu#bec's educational system. So, in fact, McGill may not have been a very
attractive choice to me if | had not gone the year that | went. | wasn't looking for an extra
year in university.

Q: So you graduated in what, 19707
EICHER: In 1972.
Q: What were you pointed towards?

EICHER: By that point | was certainly pointed towards an international career and probably
the Foreign Service was at the top of my list; by that point, it certainly was. | did first

go back for a year of graduate school in the United States. | went to the University of
Pennsylvania for a year of international relations. | had done history and political science
at McGill. I thought that, first of all, | would be better off with a master's degree than just
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a BA, and second of all, it would be a good idea to have an American degree as well as
a Canadian one. | wanted to limit the program to one year, in part because | needed to
get a job and an income. | was still married, of course, and had one son who was born

in Canada. The University of Pennsylvania was one of very, very few schools that were
actually giving a master's degree in one year. | figured, you know, who's going to frown
at my lvy League master's degree because | got it in one year instead of two? Little did |
know that when | joined the Foreign Service, they paid me less because | had a one-year
master's than if | had had a two-year master's.

Q: Honest to God?

EICHER: Honest to God. When | joined, with a one-year master's degree, | came in at
the whopping salary of nine thousand and some dollars; less than ten thousand. People
with only a BA came in at a slightly lower salary and people with a two year master's at a
slightly higher one. Still, that was a lot of money to me. | think | passed the $10,000 mark
when | got a couple of step increases for testing out of French.

Q: In 1974? When did you take the Foreign Service oral and written exams?

EICHER: | took the written exam in the fall of 1972. There were hundreds of people
taking the test in Philadelphia at a big school. It was an all day exam, in several sections.
Most of it was multiple choice, with sections on English, as well as a general knowledge
section that was kind of fun. And there was at least one essay question. There was a
heavier emphasis on English and writing than | expected, which turned out to be good for
me, since | did well on that part. At the time, people taking the test had to choose what
specialty, or in Foreign Service terms which “cone,” they wanted to test in, and one of the
sections of the test was targeted to the particular cone you chose. In essence, therefore,
you were only competing against other people who chose the same cone. | chose political,
because it was far and away of the most interest to me, although you were warned that
some cones required higher scores than others to pass, and political was said to be the
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hardest. Still, | squeaked through and got a letter a few weeks later saying | had passed
and inviting me to take the oral exam.

| took the oral in 1973, the beginning of 1973, while | was still a graduate student at Penn.
Q: Do you recall any of the questions or how the exam was constituted?

EICHER: | certainly remember how it was set up. | remember taking the train down from
Philadelphia to Washington to take the test. It seems to me you had an essay to write first
of all, and then they took each of us separately into a little room with three examiners. |
sat there with them for about an hour or so and they fired off various kinds of questions
focusing very heavily on foreign policy issues, political issues. | remember that | had

two men and a woman on my panel. At some point not long after that I actually tried to
make myself a list of the questions | was asked while they were still relatively fresh in

my mind and | might still have that list in among the mounds of paper that | have filed
away. | do seem to remember them asking questions certainly on the Middle East, on the
Brezhnev Doctrine, on terrorism. In particular, | recall that since | had been in Canada,

in Qu#bec, there had been a couple of little incidents there as part of the Qu#becois
independence effort, including even the kidnapping of a businessman or something like
that; the examiners wondered whether | considered that to be a very serious problem

or not. | allowed as how | didn't think it was a particularly serious omen in Qu#bec.
Certainly, there could be a big political transformation in Canada due to public opinion but
| wouldn't see it being accomplished by terrorist means. Later on, | found out that one of
the examinerwhose name | cannot remembewas not much impressed by that answer,
since he himself had apparently been kidnapped once in Central America. Nevertheless,
they did pass me on the exam. To me, the oral almost felt a little bit like a fraternity rush or
something like thanot that I've ever been through thabut we hit it off, you know. It seemed
like they were kind of my kind of people. We got along well together. We seemed to have
things in common. So, after about an hour of questions they sent me out to sit there in
another room for a few minutes, | guess while they discussed what to do with me. One of
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them came out and told me | had passed and go to room something or other and get my
fingerprints taken so they could start the security clearance. So off | went.

There was at least one other person there at the time who also passed and was taking
the train back to Philadelphia; by coincidence we traveled back together and | later recall
running into him maybe once or twice in the State Department.

Q: How long a gap was there before you came in?

EICHER: It was about eight months, if | recall correctly, from the time | passed the oral
until the time | came in. | came in in October of 1973, so | guess that was fairly quick to go
through the security process, considering how many places | had lived.

Q: In those days it was, yes.

EICHER: After you passed the exam, they didn't actually offer you a job, but they put
you on a “rank order register” based on your test score and your cone. At the time, they
didn't even tell you where you stood on the register or what the chances of getting a job
offer were, or how long you might have to wait. It was all rather mysterious, so even after
passing the oral exam you couldn't really judge whether you would make it or not. Of
course, | was worried about what might come next if | didn't make it and started looking
around for other jobs.

Q: What were you doing in the meantime?

EICHER: Most of the time | was still in school. | probably took the exam in February or
something like that and didn't graduate probably until May from graduate school at Penn.
Then | went back to what had been my summer job for the previous few years, working
for the tax collector of the city of Westport, Connecticut. That took me into August and just
about the time | was getting really worriel could have stayed at the tax collector's office
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but it was hardly a living salarat the end of the summer | got the call asking if | could come
start a class at the beginning of October, which | happily accepted.

Q: So you came in in October of 1973?
EICHER: Yes.
Q: What was sort of the constitution of the class, the basic officer class?

EICHER: It was, if | recall, 29 people, of which the average age may have been around
30 or so, maybe a little younger than that. It was the 109th class. They've changed the
numbering since then, so at some point there will be another 109th class.

Q: How old were you at the time?

EICHER: | was 23. The average entering age of entering Foreign Service officers at the
time was 30 or 32. | think our class was younger than that. There were a number of us
who had come straight out of school into the Foreign Service, although the majority had
had real-world experience aside from just university. There were even a few who had
come in straight from undergraduate rather than graduate school, but there were also

a few who had been in the military in Vietnam or had other experience as teachers or
whatever. There were four women in the class. There were two or three “Mustangs,”

as they called them, who had come up through the ranks as specialists and were now
becoming officers. At that time, the Foreign Service was sharply divided between officers
and staff, even with different pay scales, much more so than today. The Mustangs were
very impressive to all of us because they were older and had already had lots of overseas
and embassy experience. We were having our class in a high-rise building in Roslyn,
which is where the Foreign Service Institute was located at the time.

Q: Were you put into a category as such? | recall the cones.
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EICHER: Yes. There were cones and, as | said, at the time you had to declare your cone
even before you took your Foreign Service exam written test and whether you passed

the test depended on your cone. Depending on what cone you chose, you might be able
to get in with a lower score or a higher score. Political at the time required the highest
score to get in. That's what | chose because it was what | was most interested in and of
course, being young and full of self-confidence | thought, why should I try for something
less? | do remember at least one guy in our class who came in as an administrative officer
grousing frequently that he really wanted to be a political officer and had only taken the
administrative test because he thought it would be easier to get in and that he would
switch over as soon as possible. So yes, that was an issue.

| remember, in fact, the first day of class, an interesting little anecdote. You know, | came
in bright eyed, going to my first day of work at the State Department, where | was going to
be involved in the great events of the world that were going on. And, in fact, great events
were underway, because the 1973 Arab-Israeli War started just exactly the day before |
started my Foreign Service class. You know, here | was, a young man going straight into
the center of foreign affairs and world excitement, and what was everyone talking about at
class that first morning? Well, the World Series, of course. So that was an interesting jolt to
me.

Q: Did you get any impression, any thoughts about of how you were indoctrinated into the
Foreign Service?

EICHER: You know, | thought it was great. At the time, it seemed to me to be a class that
was extremely relaxed, that was aimed at getting to know the other people in the class,
people who were going to be your friends and colleagues for the next twenty or thirty
years. There was a lot of emphasis on getting along and enjoying yourself more than on
heavy study. There were a lot of lectures on how the State Department worked and a lot
of administrative orientation. But, there was very little practical training in the A-100. When
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| got to my first assignment, | didn't really know how an embassy worked or, for example,
how to write a State Department report.

They did, of course, give us all the language aptitude exam, as | guess they continue to
give to everybody. We had some real stars in our class. | think we had several people

get 80, which was the highest score possible. | pulled a 61 and at the time they told you

if you wanted to learn a hard languagArabic or Chinese or somethinyou should have at
least 60. So, their advice to me was that well, with 61, if my life's goal was to learn Arabic
or Chinese, they would let me do it but they would not recommend it since | would have

a harder time than most people in those classes. That was never really my life's goal, so

| did not opt for that. | already spoke French and passed that with a 3/3, so they let me
through on that. | didn't have to do any further language training and wasn't required to bid
on jobs that required language training.

At the time, the assignment process was also a little bit mysterious. They have changed

it so many times with different entering classes and continue to do so. What they did

for us was to give us all a list of all of the posts we could choose from and ask us all to
give a list of six choices. There were domestic assignments on the list as well overseas
posts; there was no requirement at the time to serve overseas for two tours before doing
domestic assignments. In any event, | wanted to go abroad, not stay in Washington. So,
we all submitted our bid lists and, through some mysterious process, we would probably
be assigned one of them or perhaps not, depending on what we chose and what they
needed most to fill. There was not the requirement then that you had to do a consular tour,
as there is now. There was, however, a preponderance of consular jobs on the list. There
were also three jobs in Vietnam on the list to be filled. They all, | think, at least two of them,
ended up being filled by fellows who had been there before in the military and who were
not too unhappy to go back. | remember giving a lot of thought with my wife to filling out
our list. I can't remember quite what was on it but after | had filled it out and submitted

it, they came back with a couple of additional choices, one of which was Suva, Fiji, and
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that was very intriguing to me since | had joined partly with the view of seeing strange and
distant places.

So, you know, | spoke to the assignments people about Fiji and they said, “Oh, you know,
this would be great for you, a perfect kind of place, interesting, quiet, and especially good
because you're married and you have a small child. It's a good place to get your feet wet
and do a lot of different things because it's a small post.” So, we put it down and promptly
were assigned there. Interestingly, | spoke to one of my colleagueas far as | know he was
the only other one who expressed an interest in Fijand he had also gone and spoken to
the same people about it and their advice to him was, “Fiji? You don't want to go to Fiji.
That's way out in the middle of no place. Nothing is happening there.” And they assigned
him someplace else. Clearly, they had some notions of how to make everybody happy by
giving them the assignment of their dreams and guiding you to where they wanted you to
go and making you feel like you have gotten, maybe, the best of the deal. Anyway, that
was interesting.

| didn't have to get too much training to go to Fiji. One of the required training courses for
everyone was area studies but the closest area studies to Fiji was Southeast Asian area
studies, so they assigned me to that, in their wisdom. | went for two weeks and learned
about Vietnam, which was all that Southeast Asian studies were about at the time and
never heard a word about the Pacific Islands. They also gave me the consular course
because | would be assigned as vice consul as well as third secretary to Fiji. That was
before the days of “ConGen Roslyn,” so the course was mainly lectures on visa and
citizenship laws and procedures. There was little or no effort to give really practical, role-
playing kind of training.

Interestingly, although the position | was going to in Fiji was designated as a consular slot,
the charg# wrote me and asked me to take the economic/commercial course because

he really wanted to assign me, not to consular work, but to do economic and commercial
work. So, here | was a political officer going off to a consular slot to do economic and
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commercial work. But that was okay. In addition to the consular course, they ran me
through an economics course. | think it was a six-week's economic/commercial course.
| had not taken much economics in my university, so for me a lot of it was very new with
heavy textbooks and charts and math.

Q: Samuelson, | suppose.

EICHER: Yes, Samuelson, exactly. Things that | wasn't familiar with. They were trying to
make sure everybody had the equivalent of a degree in economics within six weeks and,
of course, the commercial side of it as well, how to promote trade and American exports
and so forth. They sent us off for a week to work at a Department of Commerce field
office someplace in the country that was dealing with foreign trade. | was lucky enough to
volunteer for and get San Francisco. So | went off for a week in San Francisco, a rather
nice introduction to the Foreign Service and, in fact, it was the first time I've ever been on
the West Coast. It was very nice indeed.

During the A-100 class, | remember they sent us off to a retreat at one point, in West
Virginia. They had a little lodge of some kind that they sent us off to for two or three days
to play war games and things like that.

Q: How did your wife respond both to the idea of the Foreign Service and then to Suva and
all that?

EICHER: Well, Suva was very much a joint decision, so she was happy about that.

She also liked the idea of the Foreign Service. She had also grown up moving around
overseas. | mentioned that we had met in seventh grade at the American School in Paris
and then ended up again at the same high school in Connecticut, which is where we really
got together. Her father was with IBM world trade and mine was with Conoco, so both
ended up at the company headquarters not far from each other in the New York area

and we ended up at the same high school in Westport. She was, | think, very excited to

be going out and starting to see the world anwe can get into it more lateshe eventually
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joined the Foreign Service herself and is now still a Foreign Service specialist in human
resources. She's still in the Foreign Service more than ten years after | retired. So, I'm
actually a “dependent spouse” and have been for our last couple of overseas assignments.

Q: How did you get to Suva?

EICHER: We flew by way of a stop in Hawaii, and then flew Honolulu-Suva. We stopped
a couple of days in Hawaii to enjoy it there; we had never been before. | always thought
one of the great things about the Foreign Service was that you could stop places on your
moves around. There are a lot of different places in the world that we have seen for a
weekend as we passed through on the way to an assignment someplace else, or on the
way back, which was always fun. Particularly in the early days, you know, we couldn't
afford to stay anywhere more than a couple of days. The State Department would pay
for a one night rest stop and anything else was on you. In fact, Suva was one of the last
places the Foreign Service could still theoretically travel to by ship. The Congress had
passed the American carrier regulations and one of the last American passenger ships
was still doing the South Pacific route from California. It was a cruise ship, of course,
which went rarely and the timing was wrong for the trip out. Even coming back we missed
it. In retrospect, we regretted that a lot since the timing coming back was just a couple of
weeks off. But, being in my first post, | guess, maybe | didn't have the gumption to insist
that | could leave a couple of weeks earlier than they wanted me to.

Q: You were in Suva from when to when?

EICHER: From 1974 through 1975. We must've gotten there in January of 1974, just four
months after | joined the Foreign Service, and stayed until December of 1975, so we were
there two full years.

Q: Tell me about Suva, Fiji. What was the situation there and of course this is a place that
quite frankly most people know little about. What was going on when you got there?
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EICHER: Well, first of all, it was at the time the smallest American Embassy in the worll
was the big expansion from three to four Americans at the embassand it covered the
biggest consular district in the world, which was mainly fish, but we covered everything
from what at the time was the British Solomon Islands Protectorate in the west to Tahiti

in French Polynesia in the east. So, it was this huge district to be covered by four people
out of Suva. Suva was, in fact, a very small and out-of-the-way place, just as people think
of it, and maybe even more so at the time. Suva itself was isolated not only in the South
Pacific but also within Fiji. The international airport was in Nadi on the other side of the big
island; it was either a flight or a four-plus hour drive away from Suva at the time. The roads
were generally unpaved still, so most people would fly in from Nadi to Suva, in a smaller
plane which took about half an hour. We landed in Nadi about three in the morning or
something like that, all your inconvenient travel times. We perhaps had not been advised
as well as we should. The flight to Suva wasn't going to be until seven in the morning

or something like that, and we hadn't booked ourselves a hotel in Nadi because no one
told us to and we didn't realize it would be paid for as part of our travel costs since we
had already stopped in Honolulu. We didn't realize that Nadi wasn't a real airport, in the
American sense; in those days it was just a tiny building without even a real waiting room
for people getting off flights. There were no chairs, no air conditioning. So, the three of
umy wife and son and just sort of wandered across the street and sat on a grassy knoll in
a field and watched our first Fijian sunrise. It was very pretty and we were happy enough,
on our first Foreign Service adventure, but all the workers at the airport thought we were
crazy, | guess; Westerners go to hotels, they don't sit in a field waiting hours for a plane.
Eventually, we did get on the plane to Suva and were we were met at the airport by the
charg#, Vance Hall, and his wife, Julia, and taken to the Grand Pacific Hotel, which was a
nice, old, colonial structure right on the water in Suva.

Q: Big veranda and all?
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EICHER: Big veranda, high ceilings, you know, very colonial style. We only stayed there
a few days before they moved us to more modest accommodations, not that the Grand
Pacific was any great shakes. But, it was going to be a long hotel stay. Since we were a
new addition to the embassy, there was no housing available for us and we had to start a
search, which took quite some time.

In terms of the politics of it, Fiji was a former British colony, now independent and in its
own way kind of a superpower among the many tiny South Pacific countries and islands. It
was really much bigger and more significant than any of its major neighbors, most of which
were, in fact, even still colonies at the time, so Fiji was significant in that sense. The U.S.
ambassador was resident in New Zealand and he had four hats, as ambassador to Fiji,
Tonga and Western Samoa, as well as New Zealand. Tonga was under the Fiji embassy,
as were most of the Pacific Islands, but Western Samoa for some reason was under the
embassy in New Zealand, | guess because of the flight connections or something. The
Ambassador was a political appointee, Armistead Selden, a former congressman from
Alabama, who would come up once every six months and kiss babies and slap people on
the back and make a good impression and then disappear again. So, from that point of
view it was a perfect arrangement where you didn't really have an ambassador to worry
about.

The American Embassy when | got there was also an interesting place. It also had a very
colonial kind of feeling. It was upstairs on the main shopping street of Suva, Cumming
Street, which was a very small street full of duty-free shops. Fiji was a duty-free port and
tourists from Australia would come in and would buy their cameras and stereo equipment,
and so the street was just full of these little Indian run duty-free stores. And, above one

of them in an old building, up a narrow staircase between two other entrances, was the
American Embassy, which was just two rooms, one little private office for the charg#

and then one quite large room where the other three Americans sat at one end and the
four local employees, as we called them at the time, sat at the other end. A ceiling fan
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turned above us and it was quite easy to imagine that we were working there a century
earlier than we were. There was a small walk-in vault which was sort of around the corner
where the nationals couldn't see into it, not that there was anything to see. There were no
communications. In order to send telegrams, we had to go down to the local cable and
wireless office and send them off as commercial cables. If we wanted to send classified
telegrams, we had a little machine which allowed us to encrypt them and still, we would
have to carry the encrypted telegrawhich was in five letter nonsense words by the time

it was encryptedown to the local cable and wireless office, where the clerks would raise
their eyebrows if they were new employees. The old ones got used to it and would take
the telegram and transmit it to Washington or wherever we were sending it to. This was a
very interesting introduction to the Foreign Service, not quite what | had expected. It was
so complicated to send and receive classified cables that we didn't do it often. Most of
our reporting was still by letter or “airgram,” which was the old State Department reporting
format where you wrote hard copies of reports on special letterhead, numbered and
recorded them, and then transmitted them by diplomatic pouch.

Q: Let's talk about the government. What was it like?

EICHER: It was a parliamentary democracy. There was a governor general who was
appointed by the Queen but who was, in fact, a Fijian, a chief from one of the prominent
families. There was a prime minister who was also a Fijian, Ratu Sir Kamasese Mara.
These were chiefly Fijians who were from the best families and part of the ethnic Fijian
nobility. But, there was an underlying tension because the country's population at the time
was more than half ethnic Indian. These were Indians who had been brought in during
the previous century as indentured laborers for the sugar plantations and who had stayed
and prospered, sugar being the biggest export from Fiji. People got along pretty well with
each other, but it was an extremely ethnically conscious society, not in a nasty way, but
just the way people identified each other sort of struck us. If somebody was walking down
the road, he wasn't a boy, he was a Fijian boy or an Indian boy, or a Chinese boy. At the
time, | think about 51 or 52% of the population was Indian, about 40 or 45% was ethnic
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Fijian and then there were also Chinese and European communities. The Fijians were

still in control of the political power at the time. The Indians did have politicians but most

of them were in opposition. Fiji had a little parliament, which | attended a couple of times
and found to be kind of eye opening and amusing in that it was almost sort of a caricature
of the British Parliament, with constant catcalls and jibes across the divided floor of the
very small parliament chamber. There was an army, which was really at the time regarded
more as kind of a toy soldier army. They would parade on ceremonial occasions; they
would wear bright red shirts and white sulus, which are the skirts that the Fijian men wore.
The main activity the army seemed to have was going down and welcoming cruise ships in
their colorful uniforms with a brass band.

The overall feeling, on the political side, was that it was a new government, a very
moderate government that was just starting to feel its way in the world. It had just gotten
its independence three or four years before, in 1970, | think. There was still a colonial
feel about the place. A lot of the senior civil servants were still British, including the
Secretary to Government, | think the title was, who was someone we dealt with a lot. The
government was very pro-Western, not in the sense that it was a cheerleader for Western
policies or causes, but that nobody even seemed to consider a different approach. Even
though this was still the height of the Cold War there was no thought at all that Fiji would
take the other side.

Q: They hadn't moved yet into the sort of peace keeping work, as they are now?

EICHER: Well, they are now. In fact, | think in retrospect, although | could only follow it
from a distance, this probably contributed to a lot of the later coups and changes within
Fiji. The army did go off first to Lebanon as peacekeepers, where they were in UNIFIL and
they discovered that, you know, armies are powerful, armies are real, armies are in charge
of governments, especially here in the Middle East. And so, they went back home and
took over their government. This was really extremely sad. And there still are a lot of Fijian
troops in the Middle East with the UN and | think they've been some other places as well.
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But that came later. At the time the army was not political. And it was very sad for us to
see it change later, because during our time it was so peaceful and democratic.

But, even when we were there, you could see that the Indians were unhappy. I'm not
pretending that it was a perfect situation. There were some discriminatory laws, for
example. A lot of the land in Fiji was in tribal trust and could not be sold and this therefore
made it very difficult for the Indians to become landowners. And, the Indians in general,

as a community, tended to be looking to leave Fiji. The ethnic Fijians were certainly not
looking to leave in any significant numbers. And so you had Indians in general trying to get
to Australia, New Zealand or to the United States and a lot of them succeeded in doing
that, to the extent that now | believe that the Fijians are solidly in the majority and the
population might be down to about 40% Indian. But the ethnic troubles remain. Even when
we were there, the ethnic situation was not really troublesompeople got alonbut it was the
big underlying political issue in Fiji even then. It was clear that there was a potential for
real political tension. Fiji was not a melting pot; the two communities were very separate. It
was, of course, the racial divide that eventually led to the military coups, after the Indians
finally won an election and formed a government. The army was overwhelmingly ethnic
Fijian.

Q: Was there much intermarriage?

EICHER: Some, but not a lot. You know, it wasn't a rare thing but neither was it a terribly
common thing. It wasn't frowned on, but it just didn't happen very much.

Q: Somehow the mix sounds like it wasn't as deep there as it was in some places.

EICHER: | think it probably wasn't. Most Fijians still lived in villages and even the ones

in towns still had very close ties to their villages, which might be on other islands of the

Fiji group. It was very much the Third World, not the grinding, extreme poverty you see in
Africa or South Asia, but still very underdeveloped conditions, with many places not having
electricity, no paved roads outside the main towns, and many of the houses still built of
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sticks and thatched roofs. Those kinds of traditional Fijian houses were called bures and
could be very picturesque, but they could also look very run down and unpleasant to
live in. Conditions for the Indians were generally better, although a lot of them were still
manual laborers in the sugar fields, which is extremely tough work.

The Indians as well as the Fijians tended to be rather communal. There would still be a
lot of Indian festivals that would go on which were interesting. Moving to Fiji was initially
liberating for many of the Indians. There were many middle-to-lower caste Indians who
found that in Fiji the caste system didn't apply. A lot of the new arrivals just changed
their names, their family names, and suddenly it looked like they came from much more
significant families or higher castes. In fact, our best friends and next-door neighbors
were the Maharajs, which of course, is about as high as you can get in India, but they
acknowledged that their family probably had not been Maharajs when they left India for
Fiji.

Q: On the staff at the embassy, was it mostly Indian?

EICHER: No, it was mostly Fijian, as matter of fact. | don't think there were any Indians.
I'm not sure why, since the Indians tended to be better educated. | guess it probably
developed the way it does at so many embassies, that when someone gets a position their
friends and relatives seem to get in after them. There was at least one who was mixed
race, Fijian and Chinese, | think. But remember, we're only talking bout four people; it was
a very small staff.

Q: It's interesting because from what little | know about Polynesia, there's a tendency by
sort of the Indians and the Chinese to take over many commercial or office type jobs and
the native population is almost brushed aside.

EICHER: That was very much the case in Fiji, certainly. The commercial side and even
the white collar side in general was overwhelmingly Indian. There was also a handful of
Chinese small businessmen. Maybe it was a deliberate decision by the embassy to hire
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some Fijian's. Maybe it just happened that way. | don't know what the history of it was but
we did end up with Fijians.

The Embassy made a move while | was there. We moved out of our little colonial-

style office on Cumming Street down to a new high-rise along the waterfront; | guess

it must have been six or seven stories tall and this was very much a skyscraper by

Fijian standards, there were only a few buildings that big in Suva. The New Zealand
Embassor High Commission, | guess it wahad the top two floors of the building and the
U.S. Embassy had half the floor below that, which | guess shows the extent of how the
U.S. official presence in Fiji compared even to a country the size of New Zealand. It was a
modern office building, just constructed. | got my own office for the first time, which was a
very nice office with a big picture window looking out on this gorgeous view over the bay.

| could see all Suva from up there; it was great. | understand the Embassy has moved at
least a couple of times since then and they are in new quarters now. Certainly the building
we were in was far, far below the security standards we insist on for embassies these
days. In fact, there was no security at all. No Marines, of course, and not even a local
guard or a code on the door. Anyone could just walk in. There was a small, walk-in vault
in the back that did have a door with a code, but aside from that, there were no barriers or
locks at all between the entrance of the Embassy and all the offices inside.

Q: Was there a New Zealand or Australia or British presence in Fiji at the time?

EICHER: There was a very small diplomatic community. | mentioned that the New
Zealand High Commission was right upstairs from us. The Australians were by far the
largest diplomatic presence there, followed by the New Zealanders. The British were

very influential and had a High Commission, as well as still having a lot of Brits in senior
government positions. The Chinese were there and the Indians, of course, were there. The
Indian High Commissioner was the dean of the diplomatic corps and had been there for
many years; his wife used to give afternoon teas regularly for the diplomatic ladies, which
my wife enjoyed. The French set up a one-person office while we were there. That was the
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extent of the diplomatic community. There were several very young Australian and New
Zealand diplomats on their first postings, just about our age, who we got to be very good
friends with.

Q: You mentioned the Chinese.

EICHER: It was the Taiwanese, now that you ask. At the time, the U.S. hadn't recognized
Red China yet, and neither had the Fijians. So they were friendly Chinese, who we would
sometimes see socially, although we didn't have much to do with them from a professional
perspective. Most of the diplomatic offices in Suva were really high commissions rather
than embassies because they represented Commonwealth countries. There were also a
few other diplomatic representatives who were accredited to Fiji but resident elsewhere.
You know, you might get a visitor from time to time, say a German ambassador resident in
Australia, but not very often.

The economy depended even back then to a large extent on tourism. Tourists were
overwhelmingly Australians which, again, was nice from our perspective because instead
of having the “ugly American” image, the ones who got in trouble were usually the
Australians and so the “ugly Australian” image prevailed. Americans tended to be very
well-liked, still. We didn't see very many Americans. Fiji is quite remote and at the time

it was quite expensive for American tourists to get to, so Americans looking for tropical
islands would usually end up going to either the Caribbean or Tahiti or somewhere closer.
Not many Americans came to Fiji, and those who did were usually well off and went

to the big tourist hotels along the south coast, so we didn't see many of them in Suva.

| remember only once being marginally involved in looking for a missing Americawho
eventually turned up in another countrand | don't think we ever had an American in jail or
otherwise in trouble during my two year tour. There were a very few prominent Americans
who visited from time to timfor example, Raymond Burr owned a small island therbut we
wouldn't normally see them. Raymond Burr raised orchids on his islanorchids grew all over
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Fiji, along with all kinds of other beautiful flowerand once he sent a big bunch of orchids to
the embassy.

Q: Before we move to the outlying islands and your impressions of that, what were you
doing?

EICHER: It's interesting because, you know, | thought | was extremely busy at the time.

It was my first real job out of university and | would go to the office at whatever time in

the morning and leave at whatever the designated time was in the afternoon. | don't

think overtime was ever an issue in Fiji. It seemed to me | was very busy. For the first 18
months | was doing mainly economic/commercial work. My first big taswhich still sticks

in my mind because it was my first big task in the Foreign Servicwas putting together the
annual “economic trends report,” which was a report that the embassy was supposed to do
once a year but which had not been done on Fiji for a very long time, if ever. | remember
spending quite some time digging through different government papers and reports and
dealing with other embassies and some businessmen to put together this report, and

then presenting the draft to the charg#, having no idea what his reaction would be, and
being quite pleased that he liked it very much and sent it off to Washington with practically
no changes. It was published, as these reports were to be distributed to the business
community, so my very first publication was a ten or twenty page report on economic
trends in Fiji.

The other commercial work was trade promotion. There were a couple of programs we
carried out in coordination with the Department of Commerce. One was called a WTDa
world trader data reporwhich supplied information about local companies to American
companies who wanted to know about them before entering into a business or trading
agreement. | would have to check with local banks and others to get information about the
companies to send in, their creditworthiness and their reputation, and such. There was
another kind of standard report that | can't remember the acronym for, which was aimed
at getting American exporters together with local companies. When we got an inquiry
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from a local firm that was interested in importing any kind of American product, I'd get the
details and send them off to Washington, which had a huge register of firms interested in
exporting just about everything; the American firm would then send information and offers
directly to the Fijian firm. For example, a lot of the local Indian shops wanted sporting
equipment, American sporting equipment, and so | would talk with them about what they
wanted, and would look up some complicated code numbers, put it all into a telegram,
send it back and it would go to the distributors who would send out their offers. The same
thing for joint ventures. | remember trying to help out some company that was trying to
start a joint venture to produce mattresses but never succeeded; American mattresses
were too expensive. But | do remember some of the sporting goods sales. Things seemed
to go well and the little Indian shops that sold tennis rackets and scuba equipment and so
forth seemed to be very pleased and excited with the number of inquiries and offers they
got from American companies to sell their things there. In general, Fiji was a very small
market and I'm not sure the sales amounted to much in real terms. We weren't involved in
any big sales like airplanes. And the big American investorsay in hoteldidn't seem to want
or need the Embassy's help.

It was very rare for an American salesman actually to come to Fiji during my time there. |
remember one came trying to sell turkey tails. This seemed kind of strange to me, but he
talked a lot about how they were almost all meat and very good. | never saw him again so |
don't think he had much luck.

Since it was such a small embassy | also got involved in some other kinds of activities and
reporting and did some consular work, mainly signing non-immigrant visas which were
pretty much processed by our local employees.

Q: Sometimes in a place like Suva you end up with a lot of Iranians or other people who
come in visa shopping. Did that happen?

Interview with Mr. Peter D. Eicher http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001547



Library of Congress

EICHER: Practically not at all since we were so out-of-the-way and hard to get to. We had
a fair sized non-immigrant visa business from Tahiti, since we were responsible for French
Polynesia, and this would be handled through a system of travel agents. There were two
or three of them, but one in particular, who would fly to Fiji every couple of months with a
suitcase full of French passports of Tahitian residents who wanted to take their vacation

in Los Angeles. He would park himself in a hotel for a couple of days while we worked our
way through these couple of hundred passports that he'd brought with him. Then, once we
iIssued the visas, he would take the passports and go back to Tahiti again. It was rare to
turn down a visa applicant from Tahiti. Unfortunately, we were not actually allowed to visit
Tahiti in an official capacity. The French considered that, of course, Tahiti was an integral
part of France, so it should be handled by the embassy in Paris rather than the American
Embassy in Suva. So, we could never make official visits to Tahiti but my wife and I, and
the kids, did make a point of stopping there for a couple of days on the way back to the
United States at the end of our tour. We were taken around and treated very nicely by

one of these travel agents for whom we had been doing visas for the past couple of years.
They kept saying, “Oh, you've got to stay longer and | can fly you to Bora Bora and put you
up out there,” but of course, being first tour people we didn't know how to work any of this
in advance and, in any event, it probably would not have been appropriate to accept that
kind of gift. | don't know if it would have been legal at the time or not but it certainly would
not have been appropriate to accept it.

So I did do the consular work for the last six months | was there. When the consular
officer left, after | had been in Suva for 18 months, | was shifted to consular duties and the
outgoing consular officer's replacement, who was a bit more senior than me, took over the
economic/commercial duties.

Before | get to consular, | should also mention | also do remember following a political
convention, the so-called political convention of Fiji's ruling party, the name of which |
forget. But | remember going down to attend the convention and even to my 24-year-old
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inexperienced eyes it really was quite an amateurish and unimpressive kind of gathering.

| guess my report must have been a bit snide, because | remember the charg# teasing

me about it. | also did some low level political reporting on other issues, some of it on the
basis of newspaper reports from other island groups we covered. For example, we'd get
the French language newspapers from Tahiti and sometime they'd have news that was
worth summarizing and sending on, for example, about nuclear testing. That allowed me to
keep up my French, even though we were at an English language post. And | did reporting
about developments in Tonga, whenever | visited there.

Most of our reports would be sent to Washington by “airgram,” which was the standard
reporting format at the time. We used cables relatively sparingly, not that we had a whole
lot to report. | remember the charg# being delighted when we hit 100 cables in a year. We
did get a telex machine installed when we moved to the new embassy office, so we no
longer had to take cables down to the cable and wireless office for transmission. The telex
was linked directly to the U.S. embassy in New Zealand and all our cable communications
went through there. We also got a very small classified pouch every two weeks. The
diplomatic courier would come all the way to Suva and we would take turns meeting him or
her at the hotel on a weekend to pick up the pouch and then go lock it in the vault.

There were also endless other little jobs that you might not get at a big embassy. For
example, | remember going with the charg# to the Suva garbage dump to burn classified
papers. Literally, we just put them in a pile and set a match to them and then stood and
watched until we were sure they were consumed. There was no shredder at the embassy;
I'm not sure shredders even existed yet. There was a small incinerator that was shipped in
at some point to use for burning classified, but for some reason it couldn't be hooked up.
So, we went to the dump to burn classified. I'm sure that was an experience none of my
entering classmates had.

As to consular work, when | switched from economic/commercial to consular, | started
doing a lot more of the passports coming in from Tahiti and did some immigrant visas
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as well. There were a fair number of Indians who were eligible to immigrate to the U.S.,
through family connections, so those took some work. When | started doing consular work
almost full time it had been about a year and a half since | had taken the consular course
and | had never really done most of the tasks before. None of the other officers at the
embassy at that point had ever really done much consular work either, so they couldn't
offer much advice. | remember spending hours sweating over the consular manuals and
the FAMs (Foreign Affairs Manuals) whenever anything strange would come up and, you
know, making my best judgment and then six weeks later getting something back from
Washington saying, “Well, next time you ought to do it this way.” | didn't like the consular
work very much. | hated denying visas to people, which we had to do frequently, in
particular with Indians who wanted non-immigrant visas. | remember a couple of instances
where people had come in who had criminal records, which they had lied about on their
applications. | struggled at great length over whether these were “crimes involving moral
turpitude,” which is what the U.S. statute said would be prohibited. But what exactly
constitutes moral turpitude was never clearly defined in any of our consular manuals. In at
least one immigrant visa case in which a whole family was applying for visas, a man had
clearly neglected to inform his wife that he had a criminal record, which was also a rather
awkward situation. I did consular work as my main job for about six months and although |
didn't much care for it, it was certainly not onerous. Fiji was not a visa mill by any means. |
am quite certain | must've had time to do other kinds of work at the same time | was doing
the consular work.

Q: What about Tonga? Tonga only came on, you might say, the world radar when Queen
Elizabeth was crowned. | mean, the Queen of Tonga came, a huge woman and very
personable. During your time what was happening in Tonga?

EICHER: Tonga was an amazing place. | visited every six months or so. When you flew in
on one of the little inter-island planes you could see the whole main island from the plane
as you came in. It was that small, although even Tonga was fairly large by South Pacific
standards. It was still an absolute monarchy. King Taufa'ahau Tupou IV was the king. He
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was a huge Tongan, one of the biggest people | had ever met. He stood six foot three or
four or more and must have weighed well over 300 pounds. Tongans, and Polynesians

in general, are enormous people. There is kind of a general misimpression that the lithe
Tahitian beauty is what the Polynesians look like. In fact, | think that's really more of the
East Asian, Chinese, immigrant blood that makes for those slim builds. If you look more at
the Gauguin paintings and so forth, at how the Tahitians looked 100 ago, they were very
big people. The Samoans were also very big. Fiji is right on the border of Melanesia and
Polynesia; the Melanesians are darker and aren't so big. So Fiji had both big and small
people, although most were on the large side; the prime minister and the governor general
were very large; Fijians tended to be big people but not all were.

In fact, | had heard an interesting theory that the Polynesians were big because of
“survival of the fattest.” As they were taking their canoe trips across the Pacific discovering
new lands, the thin ones would die off and the “thin genes” would die off with them. The fat
ones would survive and prosper, so you ended up with very heavy people. | have no idea
whether it's true or not but the story has stuck with me.

So, you did have the enormous king in Tonga. He was apparently a sight to behold in his
younger days as he would ride in on a surfboard. There is an extremely funny picture of
his visit to Japan with his wife, who was also quite big, and the two are standing there
together with tiny Emperor Hirohito and his wife and it's a very Mutt and Jeff kind of

look. They said the king couldn't fit into an airplane seat, so they had to make special
arrangements when he flew.

| did get a chance to meet the king. | accompanied the ambassador to Tonga,
Ambassador Selden, on one trip and we had an audience with the king which was
extremely interesting. We went to the royal palace, which was basically an old wooden
Victorian house, the kind you might find in any American city. There was not a lot of
ceremony but there were a few guards and butlers and so forth, who ushered you in to
see the king. They told you beforehand that you would be served champagne and the king
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would be served orange squash, a kind of sweet orange drink, and when the king finished
his orange drink, it was time for you to leave. So we sat down, Ambassador Selden and
his wife and I, and chatted with the king. We were told the meeting would be about half
an hour and after about forty-five minutes, the orange juice was still there and we were
looking at our watches and the ambassador said something about, “Well, | guess we
should be going” but the king just kept on talking and asking questions. After an hour the
juice was still there and at this point, we were late for whatever else was on the schedule,
which certainly couldn't have been as important as the king, but the ambassador was
rather nervous and so we finally took our leave. | don't think he had finished his orange
drink yet. | hope we didn't cause a diplomatic incident with that. | can't even remember
what we talked about although | am sure | wrote a report. At some point | should do some
Freedom of Information Act requests and get some of these.

Q: Did we have any interest, | know at one point in some places we had the basic policy
of strategic denial, which was to keep the Soviets from setting up in ports which might be
used for military purposes, or even ship visits, but was there anything like that going on?

EICHER: Very, very little. There was no sign of Soviets in the South Pacific at that point
that | can recall at all. We did have the occasional U.S. ship visit, which was rare but |
certainly remember at least one for which the embassy gave a large cocktail party. It
may have been the Fourth of July eveand probably at the Grand Pacific Hotel, although

| don't swear to thawhere one of the officers all dressed in his white uniform cut a cake
with his saber, much to the delight of the many guests. In fact, | remember one of my
early diplomatic faux pas surrounded that reception. With an embassy the size of Suva,
everybody was enlisted to write the invitations. For whatever reason, we didn't have them
printed out. We just used the standard invitations that had blanks on them and we had

to fill in the date and time and “in honor of” and so forth on the top of the invitations. So,
everybody had a lot of those to do and I, apparently, filled out one to His Worship the
Mayor of Suva and put the wrong date on it and His Worship showed up at the hotel a day
or two early for the reception. You know, everybody just laughed it off, the mayor arriving
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for a party two days early. The mayor of Suva, “His Worship,” as mayors are called in
British cities, was not really a big thing, since Suva was a city of only about 60 or 70,000
people. We're really talking about a small town. So it was not really a big deal but, of
course, | was mortified and one of my colleagues at the embassy had great fun reminding
me often about the incident.

So we did have a ship visit. One of the issues that was going on at the time was the law
of the sea negotiations. And, in this, in fact, Fiji was of some significance. | wouldn't want
to overplay it, but there were a whole range of issues including free passage and territorial
waters and archipelagos and delineating maritime boundaries and others. We did get
involved in some of that, in passing U.S. positions back and forth to the Fijians on these
different aspects the law of the sea. | learned quite a bit about the law of the sea.

Another big political issue out there at the time was the French nuclear tests, which were
going on in French Polynesia. The rest of the South Pacific was just really up in arms
about that. Of course, it was far away from Fiji and the French did what they wanted, and
there was not much the island countries could do about it, but it gave the French a very
bad name.

Q: Was that at the time when some French special forces blew up the Rainbow Warrior?

EICHER: That came much later, long after | had left. You know, there really had not been
those vigorous environmental protesters back at the time in the same way as now. We

are talking in 1974-75. But the nuclear tests were quite an issue. And, | guess, the other
general issue that was going on was the process of decolonization, which was starting

to make its way across the South Pacific. You already had Fiji, Tonga and Western
Samoa as independent and in the years that followed, almost all of the islands were to
become independent. They had put together a political body, the South Pacific Forum,
which met every year. There were actually two different organizations that met. It gets
complicated. There was the South Pacific Commission, which included the outside powers
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such as the United States and the British and the Australians and so forth plus all of the
island countries, both independent and still under colonial rule. Separately, there was

an organization of the independent islands, called the South Pacific Forum, which was
making a few radical, anti-colonial kinds of statementor what appeared to us as sucbut
which were, in fact, quite mild and not at all threatening to the relationship with the West.
So, | did attend a couple of South Pacific Commission meetings, which got me to Noumea,
New Caledonia, another French territory.

Q: Did you get to the Solomon Islands?

EICHER: Only to pass through. At the time it was still the British Solomon Islands
Protectorate. | stopped in Honiara, the capital, once to change planes, en route to a big
South Pacific Commission meeting in Nauru.

Q: Isn't that just a mountain of lava or something?

EICHER: Pretty much. It's an island of mineral phosphator at least it waand the whole
island is just eleven or twelve miles around. At the time, it was quite a rich island because
of its phosphate but it was sort of digging itself out of existence. They built a new hotel
complex and conference center just specifically to host the South Pacific Commission.

| was made a member of the three or four person U.S. delegation, along with the

desk officer from Washington and a delegation leader who was a minor politician from
Hawaii. It was two weeks in Nauru, which is quite a long time to spend in Nauru. But, it
was interesting, | recall, although | can no longer remember what the issues we were
discussing at the South Pacific Commission. Nauru, however, definitely sticks in my

mind as being small, one small road going around the outside of the island, one small
airstrip down the middle, one hotel which they built specifically for the conference, one
nice conference center. | was pleased with the experience, which was my first multilateral
conference; perhaps that helped increase my interest in a UN job many years later. |
ended up with my photograph in National Geographic, only you can't tell it's me. They had
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somebody there covering Nauru at the time of the conference. He took a photograph of the
plenary of the conference, I'm just a pinprick on the photograph, even though there weren't
all that many people at the conference, perhaps a hundred at the most. The hotel wasn't
big enough for everybody, so we ended up sharing rooms with other members of our
delegation. Every delegation was assigned a chauffeur from among the local population,
which was quite wealthy by South Pacific standards and many of them had their own
automobiles. The guy who took us around had a Lincoln Continental and | asked him
“what do you do when it breaks down?” There wasn't any sign of any car repair shops
there. He said, “Oh, | send it back to Australia to be serviced.” So they had money coming
in. They still had pigs running around loose and so forth, like on the other South Pacific
islands, but the houses were made of stone instead of twigs and generally had tin roofs
and were slightly more prosperous looking. Supposedly, the government was putting

the phosphate money into good investments in Australia so that they would be able to

live after the phosphate ran out. At one point, the largest building in Melbourne, | think,
was an office skyscraper called Nauru House. In general, however, | understand that the
investments did not work out and now the phosphate is gone. Some of the investments
went south and | don't know what that has done to the poor people of Nauru.

| remember the president of Nauru was a fellow named Hammer de Robert, who | met at
a reception they gave for the delegates. It was a heady experience for me because he
was the first president | had ever met, although he was the president of an island thirteen
miles in circumference with a population of probably 5,000 or something. | met him under
curious circumstances. | had never had sushi before and raw fish was not something

that appealed to me as a concept. | was standing there with two or three other delegates
chatting, as you do at these diplomatic receptions, and up walks the president himself
with a tray of sushi in his hands saying, “I have just had this flown in from Japan. Wouldn't
you like some?” So, | had my first sushi, which to my surprise was actually quite good, as
much as | hated to admit it. Ah, the things I've done for my country. Anyway, | met my first
president and it was all a very interesting experience.
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Back to your original question, | passed through the Solomon Islands on my circuitous
route to Nauru. There are not a lot of flights in and out of Nauru and my route took me
from Fiji to Vila in the New Hebridewhich is now Vanuatthen to Honiara and then to Port
Moresby and thence to Nauru. It was an endless trip. In Honiara, we went down to the
yacht club; | say “we” because on the flight from Vila to Honiara | linked up with a couple
of Australians who were going to the conference. | had really wanted to go explore the city
of Honiara and they got a big laugh out of that saying, “Ha, ha. There's nothing to explore
here in Honiara.” So, we went and sat at the yacht club and had a beer as we waited a few
hours for a return to the airport to take the next plane. We did drive through Honiara and |
have to admit there didn't seem to be much to see. In Port Moresby, | don't think we even
left the airport.

| also did a little unusual traveling out of Nauru, which had its own airlina reflection of its
mineral wealtwhich | think consisted of one plane, which was a real jet which must've

held fifty or sixty people. As a little perk, the Nauruans had arranged to bring in a little
band from another island to entertain the conference-goers and they invited anybody who
wanted to fly along on the trip to pick them up. So, a bunch of us hopped on the plane
and flew from Nauru to Ponapei to Truk and back to Nauru again and picked up the band
which then entertained us at the nightly functions that they had for the conference-goers.
It was quite an amazing show of hospitality that they put on for the foreigners in Nauru.
I'm sure they had never had such a big group of officials from different countries there at
one time before. | remember being at a dinner where they were pouring the wine for all
the guests and one of the wines they poured was Blue Nun. One of the ladies at my table,
when the waiter asked her “white or red” said that she would have the Blue Nun and the
waiter said, “Oh, sorry ma‘'am. We only have white or red.” It was a funny land of contrasts.

Q: Was the issue of Japanese and Soviet over-fishing an issue in that area at that time?

EICHER: | don't recall it being an issue of particular controversy, although it certainly
would have come up in the context of the law of the sea negotiations. In fact, | have no
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doubt that, as they were claiming their two hundred mile territorial limit that was one of the
iIssues they had in mind. In fact, the whole idea of a two hundred mile territorial limit, if you
take some of these island groups and you draw what two hundred mile limits would be
around them, it's really quite a significant swath of area. You can see why it was quite such
an issue.

Q: I don't know how it was at the time but back in the mid-1990s | visited Ponapei for a
week to talk about setting up consular operations there. Looking at this, you could see a
sort of disaster looming there in that we were putting in a lot of subsidized money because
it was part of our Department of Interior's responsibility, and essentially destroyed the
fishing industry and there wasn't much else for people to do, other than a lot of beer
drinking, and it looked like a town in the poor part of West Virginia or something. Were you
seeing examples of that where you were, of modernity, sort of displacing the traditional
work of people whether it be fishing or that sort of thing?

EICHER: | don't remember it quite that blatantly there but it was certainly a problem
throughout the South Pacific. In Tonga for example, there was only one factory in the
entire country; it produced desiccated coconut and employed very few people. That was

it. Aside from that, people survived largely either on subsistence or on remittances from
Tongans who were going to work in Australia and New Zealand and a little bit of tourist
income. This, of course, strikes you as, you know, how did they survive before there were
remittances from Australia and New Zealand? And so, whatever they were doing back
then, they were apparently not doing to the same extent anymore. You know, there really
are many desperately poor islands out there. You don't get the same feeling about poverty
as you do in Africa, or in the Middle East or in South Asia, where | have subsequently seen
such stark poverty. Maybe it didn't seem as grim because the weather is good, the fruit
grows on trees, the fish are plenty and there are not so many people. You don't get the
sense of desperate poverty, extreme poverty, that you get in the other places. And the
people aryou know, | hate characterize national groups but as you spend enough time in
the Foreign Service you can't avoid it sometimebut they do seem to be generally happy.
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The Fijians, in particular, were just always smiling and singing and pleasant. So yes, they
were poor. Yes, many of them had practically nothing. Yes, a lot of them lived in stick
houses with thatched roofs. But you didn't get the sense of “my goodness, such destitute
people” that you do definitely get in a lot of other countries.

Q: How did you find social life for you and your wife there?

EICHER: It was quiet, not a lot to it. Suva, | think | mentioned, was just a small city town,
60, 70, 80,000 people tops. The paved roads ended at the end of town and if you wanted
to leave Suva, you had to drive on dirt roads. There were no beaches in the Suva area and
to get to the nice beaches in the south part of the island was a drive of a couple of hours
over kind of nasty dirt roads. We would do that sometimes but not so often. When you did
get there it was just exactly the idea you would conjure up of the South Pacific, with the
beautiful white beach stretching off as far as you can see in the distance and the palm
trees waving in the breeze and nobody else on the beach either direction as far as you
could see. But back in Suva, it wasn't unpleasant but in a lot of ways it was your typical
isolated Third World town without much going on.

There was a little group of young diplomats, mainly Australians, New Zealanders and
Brits, who were about our age and just starting off on their first Foreign Service tours,

who we got along quite well with. We met lots of the other Europeans. We got to know
our neighbors who were Indians and some of the Fijians. It was generally a friendly kind
of area, a nice place to be with a young family. My second son was born there at a tiny
little Fijian hospital; a maternity hospital with six beds all in one room, no windows but just
shutters that were held open with a stick. My wife was the first official American ever to
have a baby in Fiji rather than being medevaced to New Zealand, which didn't have any
appeal for her at all. It was interesting and exotic and, in retrospect, brave. We got to know
a bunch of people who were having babies at the same time she was so that added to our
circle of friends.

Interview with Mr. Peter D. Eicher http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001547



Library of Congress

So, we had several groups of friends who we did things with; | don't remember feeling
bored. But generally, it was quiet. | don't even remember there being a movie theater in
town. The embassy had a movie projector and a very small library of short subject films
and the occasional full length film that we would sometimes borrow and have friends over
to watch movies.

There were very few restaurants in Suva. There was one Chinese restaurant on the main
street that was called the Golden Dragon, which would seem to be the regular place that
people went if you were going out. Before we left, a little American steakhouse, Biddy's,
was opened. There were a couple of other places that we would go now and then but
really not very much at all. There were a couple of very small, so-called department stores
which were the old Australian trading companieMorris Headstrom and Burns Philwhere
we would do our shopping. In Fiji, they drove on the left side of the street, a good British
tradition. | remember we wanted to get seatbelts put in our car. This was when we bought
a car there, in Fiji, that didn't come with seatbelts. They thought this was a very strange
concept, to want seatbelts, but they finally found some and installed them for us and were
very proud of having put in these bright red seatbelts that clashed with the orange-ish
interior of the car.

Another event was the visit of Prince Charles. Then, he was still a very handsome young
man, very popular, a national hero in Fiji, | guess just by virtue of taking the time to visit.

| think it was on the Queen's birthday that he came out, so there was a grand celebration
given by the governor general on the big lawn of the governor's mansion. It was quite nice.

We had a lot of Peace Corps friends as well.
Q: This sounds like a fun place to be in the Peace Corps.

EICHER: | think it was a fun place to be a Peace Corps person. In some ways, we even
think that our own Fiji experience was as much Peace Corps as Foreign Service. But,
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there were probably a hundred Peace Corps volunteers, most of whom were just right

out of university. We got to know quite a number of them, as well as getting to be very
good friends with the Peace Corps staff who were based in Suva, who were also young
people with young families like we were. One of the volunteers, in fact, was a friend from
high school who was there as a volunteer with his wife, so that was a very interesting
development. My wife and | went out to see them on another island, Levuka, which

was kind of a journey away. We were adventurous and took a local bus and local ferry
out to Levuka, which was a trip of several hours altogether. Being the only Europeans
undertaking the trek, we got a lot of interesting looks from very friendly Fijians who always
wanted to talk and always wanted to stroke our son's white-blond hair. We ended up
seeing a lot Levuka, which had originally been the capital of Fiji a hundred years ago,
before they moved it to Suva, and where, in fact, an early American consul had been
based who died there in 1840's. We went and found his grave; it's the kind of thing we go
looking for in those places. Levuka was one of Fiji's major cities, but it was a very small
town. When we asked our Peace Corps friends for directions to their house from the pier
where we would be landing, they laughed and said “just ask anyone where the Americans
live.” They were right; everyone knew.

Q: Fiji was not the center of operations during World War IlI. It was off to one side but there
were troops based there. Did World War Il have much impact and were you getting any
reflections of the war?

EICHER: Not as much as | had expected, going to the South Pacific. | read Michener's
Tales of the South Pacific before | went, as well as other World War Il books about the
South Pacific like Leon Uris's Battle Cry. You could see at the airport that there were
some hangers and things which they said were left over from World War II. You even had
seaplanes going in and out of Suva a little bit and occasionally people would talk about
how during the war there were a lot of sea planes around. But it really, | guess, was much
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less a center of operations than | might have imagined for such a big island. | guess the
Pacific is so big that it really was off the beaten track during the War.

Back to the Peace Corps for a moment, when | was in Nauru, my wife went to visit our
Peace Corps friends on another islanthe same friends had moved to a different place
because Levuka was too civilizeand they were now on a tiny little island way, way off
somewhere. She had an interesting cultural experience going out there with our two

little kids on a small inter-island boat that makes the rounds. They had to take all their

own food and supplies and stayed in a very small village in a thatched hut. | guess

having a European family there, with kids, was a first for the island. She had to make her
compliments to the chief at a special dinner and was offered the dish of honor, which is to
suck the eye out a fish. But, being a woman, she was able to return the honor to the chief
saying, “No, no. You must do it, the honor is yours.” And so she avoided that, which | have
to admit, would have been a little worse than the sushi experience | was having in Nauru
at the same time. | didn't know how long she was going to be out there because there is no
schedule for the boats; once you're there, you just have to wait until the next boat comes.
One morning the cry came up from the beach “the boat is here.” Then they loaded up her
stuff and got back on the boat to Suva. With that trip and her time in a village, she had a
much more real Fijian experience that | ever did.

Q: Did you have any typhoons or the equivalent?

EICHER: We had one hurricane. We had to tape up the windows and sliding glass doors
as a precaution against them shattering. There were also some tropical storms. Most
often, however, we just had lots and lots of rain. Fiji is one of the wettest places in the
world. Suva is on the wet side of Fiji and gets about 180 inches a year of rain. There were
two seasons that they called “the wet season” and “the rainy season;” those were the two
seasons. During one it sort of drizzled and rained all the time and during the other the days
were bright and sunny and then suddenly, boom, you had a tremendous downpour and
thunderstorm and then it would clear up again. There were beautiful South Pacific sunsets,
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beautiful stars at night. It always seemed to me that the stars are brighter in the southern
hemisphere but | suppose it also had something to do with less pollution and so forth.

On the subject of typhoons, however, another of my jobs at the embassy was to be
disaster relief coordinator. | drafted the embassy's first disaster relief plan. This was a long
required report that had never been done before, that described the types of disasters
most likely to hit the country, and provided endless details on airport and port locations
and capacities, communications systems, food stocks and many other things | can't
remember off hand. The idea was to have as much accurate and up-to-date information
as possible on hand in case the U.S. was suddenly called on to help out with a disaster.

| remember that it involved quite a bit of contact with various government ministries. As
the embassy's disaster relief coordinator, | was even sent to Manila for a couple of days
of disaster relief training. That was quite interesting, and got me to another new country.
There was no natural disaster while | was in Fiji, but there was a big hurricane sometime
after we left and | remember hearing later that my plan was, in fact, used to some extent in
helping the U.S. provide some relief.

Q: Well, you left there in 19757
EICHER: The end of 1975.
Q: Where did you go?

EICHER: Well, | received my next assignment, which was Pretoria/Cape Town, by way of
Afrikaans training. So we headed back to the States, to Washington, where | was going
to take five months of Afrikaans and then African area studies before heading off to South
Africa.

Q: In 1976 you are taking Afrikaans?

EICHER: That's right, starting at the beginning of 1976.
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Q: How long did you take it?

EICHER: | think it was twenty four weeks; it may have been twenty two weeks. | know that
| had to leave the class a couple of weeks before it finished for scheduling reasons that |
don't fully remember anymore.

Q: How did you find Afrikaans?

EICHER: It was fun. It was the first and only language | ever took at FSI. We had a little
class of five people. It wasn't a language that a lot of people took. Only two of the five were
State Department people, the other two were the defense attach# and the air attach# and
his wife. Unlike the more widespread languages, there was only one Afrikaans teacher, so
we had the same teacher all the time. But, it's a fairly easy language, quite similar to Dutch
but different enough that it is its own language. For example, | couldn't really understand
Dutch people talking to each other, although | could pick up enough to know what the
subject was.

Q: How useful did you find knowing Afrikaans?

EICHER: It was quite useful. There were, in fact, only two language-designated positions
in the whole State Department sections of the embassy and the three consulates in South
Africone position in the political section (mine) and one in the economic sectiobecause,
basically, everybody in South Africa could speak English. As the only political officer who
spoke Afrikaans, | was responsible for following the parliament and the media and the
press; the parliament, in particular. Parliamentary debates were very heavily in Afrikaans.

| got to the point where | could quite reasonably read a newspaper or listen to the news

or understand a parliamentary debate without any difficulty, so that was quite useful. In
terms of everyday contacts, the Afrikaners were delighted to meet an American who would
speak to them in Afrikaans. They would beam about it; it was so unusual and they were so
happy that an American had taken the trouble to learn their language. Afrikaners were very
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nationalistic and were proud of their language. Then, after speaking with you in Afrikaans
for a very few sentences, they would switch back to English, knowing that they spoke
English much better than | spoke Afrikaans. So, | used it a lot, but never enough to be
really comfortable in an extended conversation.

Q: You were in South Africa as a political officer from when to when?

EICHER: From the middle of 1976 to the middle of 1978. | had one of two junior positions
in the political section. It was one of the half dozen embassy positions that moved back
and forth between Pretoria and Cape Town. The main embassy was based in Pretoria
but parliament met in Cape Town for six months of the year, so for those six months the
ambassador, the DCM, the political counselor, myself, and a couple of secretaries and
communicators would move from Pretoria to Cape Town, while the rest of the embassy
would remain in Pretoria.

Q: Were you married?
EICHER: | was still married, just one wife for 39 years now.
Q: How did that work out, family wise?

EICHER: It was tough and that was one of the reasons that we stayed only two years

in South Africa. We had two children when we arrived. One was school age, he must've
been in about second grade or so, and we put him into one of the private English schools,
English-language schools in Pretoria. Then, after six months we moved him to Cape
Town, to another English language school when we moved down there, much to the
distress of the headmaster of the Pretoria school. He thought well, of course, we should
board him. They thought the idea of pulling him out was just horrifying because, of course,
it was the English tradition that you put your kids in boarding school at age 6 and they
fend for themselves. So, that must have been pretty tough on our son, Cameron, but he
seemed to adapt to it all right and got along fine. Our third son was actually born in South
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Africa, in Cape Town, in Groote Schuur Hospital, the hospital where they did the first ever
heart transplant operation. The move every six months must have been hard on my wife
as well. She got a job with USIS in Cape Town, but didn't have one in Pretoria. On the
positive side, Cape Town was a much nicer city than Pretoria. We liked it much better.
So, there was some advantage to moving down. Having the cross-country trip every six
months also enabled us to see much more of the country than we otherwise would have.
The embassy had a house for us in each city, which remained vacant when we weren't
there. It was very nice housing. The logistics of the move got easier after the first time,
since you were moving back to the same house you had been in before and knew where
you wanted to put everything and where to hang all the pictures.

Q: Okay, 1976. What was the situation in South Africa?

EICHER: The Soweto riots broke out in the summer of 1976, just two or three weeks
before | was due to arrive in South Africa, which of course was a huge event.

Q: Could you explain what it was?

EICHER: All right. South Africa at the time was very much at the height of the apartheid
system, officially called “separate development,” but in fact a system of very strict
segregation, that was vigorously enforced through a very harsh police apparatus.
Apartheid affected all facets of lifwhere people could live, or work, or eat, or go to school or
to the movies, even what public benches they could sit on. It was accompanied by a strict
“pass system,” under which blacks were officially not citizens of South Africa. Instead, they
were assigned on a tribal basis as citizens of small, unviable “homelands” or “Bantustans,”
even if they had lived all their lives in a South African city. They weren't permitted in “white”
areamost of the countrwithout a pass; if they didn't have a pass they could be arrested

and deported to a “homeland” that they might never even have visited before. There was
actually a policy of giving so-called independence to the Bantustans. One, the Transkei,
was already “independent” while we were there and it was off limits to official Americans.
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The theory behind apartheid was that if you could assign all the blacks to be citizens

of these little, independent countries that would be created, then the whites would be a
majority in South Africa and the blacks would have their own little countries, where they
could enjoy all the same rights and privileges that whites had in South Africa. This was a
pipe dream, of course.

The Afrikaner-dominated Nationalist Party was firmly in control of the government. It

saw the policy of apartheid as a solution to the racial problem in South Africa in the

sense that it would strictly divide the races, reinforce tribal divisions within the black
community, and create a number of these supposedly independent countries, which would
provide a fa#ade to show the world that the blacks really had equal rights. Aside from

the Bantustans, the rest of land in the countrabout 80%, | thinwould belong to the white
population, which was maybe 20% of the overall population. There was also a so-called
“colored” population, mixed race, and a quite large Indian population who also had their
separate classifications. So, there was very strict segregation as part of an institutionalized
social and political system at the time, and a very large and brutal security establishment
to enforce it.

The Soweto riots of 1976 were the start of a very long period of serious urban unrest in
South Africa in opposition to the system. It was the first sustained, widespread, black
action in opposition to the regime. There had previously been race riots in Soweto around
1960, but they were very short-lived. The unrest following the 1976 Soweto riots continued
for my entire tour of duty, on and off, and led to sharp crackdowns and further restrictions
of civil liberty, the arrests of lots of leaders, and the banning of lots of organizations. It was
a very tense period, politically. After the riots in Soweta suburb of Johannesburbroke out,
rioting spread to other townships, or segregated suburbs, all over South Africa.

So these riots broke out in the summer of 1976, just as | was about to head out. |
remember getting a call from somebody at the State Department telling me that it was
important in view of the rioting that | cut my vacation short and get out there just as soon
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as | possibly could. Being a young officer heading to my second tour, | took this quite
seriously and cut my vacation plans short. We got ourselves to South Africa and arrived to
the reaction of, “Oh my goodness. We didn't expect to see you so soon.” And, you know,
here | was, a young officer fresh off the plane, riots in the townships all over the country,
and there wasn't really very much that | could do about it, even in terms of reporting. |
didn't know anybody yet. You couldn't actually go out and see what was going on because
they were rioting and we were supposed to stay away. So, that was one more of those
introductions to the Foreign Service. | learned to think very carefully before changing
vacation plans again to rush to a post.

We faced a couple of other administrative problems on that transfer. Our trip was right
after the Israeli raid on Entebe airport, in Uganda. We were flying to South Africa through
Nairobi, where we took a rest stop for a day or two. When we went to board the plane
from Nairobi to Johannesburg, security was so tight because of the raid on Entebe in
neighboring Uganda that they would not let us take a single item of carry-on with us on
the plane. That was back in the days when airport security was generally unknown, and
you got on planes much the same way you got on trains, with no special screening. So,
the security measures were really something. There we were with two small kids and a
long flight ahead and we weren't even allowed to take a little bag of toys or books. So

it was a rough flight, although our kids always traveled well. Then, when we arrived in
South Africa, we were met by the political counselor, Bob Munn, with a cable from the
Department that began “Due an incredible administrative error....” It turned out they had
shipped our household effects to Moscow instead of Pretoria! | think | still have the cable,
signed by Kissinger, who was secretary of state at the time. We could never figure out how
that mistake happened, unless South Africa and the Soviet Union were next to each other
on an alphabetic list and someone entered the wrong code number. Anyway, the U.S.
consulate in Goetburg, Sweden, did some fancy footwork and had our effects unloaded

in Sweden before the ship entered the Soviet Union, and had them transshipped to South
Africa. Still, it was many months before we saw them. We had shipped everything months
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early in hopes that it would be waiting for us when we arrived. So, we didn't even have a
crib for the baby; he quickly learned to sleep in a bed.

One first impression of South Africa was making our way through the airport in
Johannesburg and seeing lots of police armed with machine guns. That was a real eye-
opener at the time and a signal of the government's siege mentality. These days, there is
such tight security at airports all over the world that you don't look twice at armed security
people any more. Back then, however, seeing men armed with machine guns at an airport
made you do a double-take.

Q: When you got there, what was your impression about the South African government
and where things were going and what the U.S. was up to?

EICHER: It was kind of a tough relationship all around. The South Africans were quite
favorably inclined towards the United States but, of course, apartheid was already an issue
internationally and it was not a popular policy in the United States. | went out there during
the Ford Administration and relations were not bad at all, but not nearly as good as the
South African government would have liked. This was still the Cold War era and the South
African government was rabidly anti-communist and so they thought that they should
naturally be seen as a strong and close ally by the United States and other Western
countries. However, because of apartheid, they were already a bit of a pariah and there
were various kinds of rather mild sanctions that were imposed on South Africa, which
increased during the time | was there. The sanctions included an arms embargo, which
resulted in the South Africans developing their own quite effective arms industry. They built
a lot of their own armaments, and according to our military guys, it was very good. They
also had good ties with Israel and others, which enabled them to get arms and technology.
They even cooperated with the Chinese, | believe. There was also a sports embargo, at
least an informal one, of countries refusing to invite South African teams or to visit South
Africa, because South African teams were segregated. Interestingly, this seemed to bother
the South Africans the most because they were a very sporting nation and couldn't stand
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the idea that their teams were not able to compete internationally. In fact, one of the first
thing to be integrated by the government was the international sporting teams, in hopes of
getting some teams to play internationally. Occasionally, they would find an international
team willing to come to South Africa and whenever they did, it was a big deal for them.

| remember some confusion when the New Zealand “All Blacks” Rugby Team came to
South Africa. The “All Blacks” got their name because they wore black uniforms, not
because there were any black members of the team. The visit prompted many countries
around the world to start boycotting New Zealand sports until there was some kind of an
apology over the visit.

Q: Who were our ambassador and DCM when you got there?

EICHER: Our ambassador was Bill Bowdler, who was a career ambassador, a very
distinguished, good fellow, who, | think, had spent most of his career in Latin America.
The DCM was Bill Edmondson, who left within a few weeks after we got there and was
replaced some months later by Harvey Nelson, who was an old Africa hand; we became
good friends with him and his wife. Nelson was also a career officer, who went on to
become ambassador in Swaziland. Edmonson, interestingly, returned as ambassador to
South Africa a few weeks before the end of my assignment there, so | served with him
there as both DCM and ambassador, although briefly in both cases. All three of them
were good professionals and good guys. | learned a lot from working with them, especially
since it was my first assignment as a political officer and I didn't really know the ropes. |
certainly saw more of them than almost all the other embassy officers did, since | was also
with them in Cape Town for six months a year, where the embassy had just a tiny staff,
only four substantive officers, including me and the ambassador and DCM. As a result, in
Cape Town, even as a very junior officer, | was attending the Ambassador's morning staff
meetings.

Q: I was in INR in the late '60s and had the general impressiothis was not deep analysithat
one of these days there's going to be a night of long knives in South Africa. | mean, this
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was kind of the idea that you can't sit on a volcano forever and reconcile it. What was the
feeling about this, you know, in talking with your fellow officers?

EICHER: That was certainly the feeling | went out with. The feeling from the outside was
that the situation was completely intractable and at some point it would explode or implode
and you would have, indeed, an extremely bloody revolution on your hands. Of course, a
low-level violent opposition was already underway through the African National Congress
(ANC) and the Pan-Africanist Congress (PAC), the so-called liberation movementbut
generally the security forces had these well in hand; the liberation movements were
winning the battle of public opinion in the UN and outside the country, but they were not
effective within the country. And, of course, with the Soweto riots and the spread of unrest
to other urban areas around the country, some people thought this could be the beginning
of the violent end. Our view at the embassy was more restrained. We knew the riots were
serious and were an indication of the inherent instability built into the system, but the
overwhelming preponderance of power was still with the whites; the rioters weren't going
to be able to topple the government and its security apparatus, certainly not in the short
term.

On the white side, most of the power was still in the hands of the older generation of
Afrikaner politicians who were committed to apartheid as the solution to South Africa's
racial problem. However, there was already starting to be the first signs of a split in the
Nationalist Party, although “split” is probably too strong a word. The party was still solid,
but what was happening was that a group of younger and more enlightened Afrikaners
were emerging as a new generation within the Nationalist Party, who realized that they
had a big problem and didn't have the answer. They didn't know what the answer was, yet,
but they kneunlike the previous generation which was still in power at the timthat over the
long term apartheid was just not going to work. They were not going to be able to corral
the black population into Bantustans and have that be an effective policy. These younger
politicians, many of whom were already members of parliament for the National Party, but
were still backbenchers, not actually in positions of power, were called the “verligtes,” an
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Afrikaans word meaning “enlightened,” and we hoped and believed they represented the
future of the Nationalist Party. They represented a chance that white politics could develop
In positive way and avoid the “night of the long knives.”

On the black side, beyond the ANC and PAC, you saw a very strong sense of “we want
our share, we want our rights, we want justice,” but, surprisingly, this was not coupled

with a strong desire for revenge or retribution, as you might expect. There was a whole
new black political movement emerging out of the Soweto riots, the so-called “black
consciousness movement,” which was an internal opposition that continued to crystallize.
Most of the leaders of the ANC and PAC were in exile or in prison. They were becoming
increasingly irrelevant as a new, younger leadership emerged within Sough Africa. Steve
Biko was perhaps the best known name among them but there was a very large group of
younger generation people in all the townships around the country who were emerging into
informal political leadership positions.

So, getting back to your original question, there was indeed a danger of a very bloody
revolution in South Africa, but at the same time we saw that the combination of the young
Afrikaners looking for solutions and the moderate blacks who were not seeking vengeance
might still provide an opportunity for a peaceful way out. Even then we could see that as

a possibility, so contrary to the general outside impression, it did not seem to us at the
embassy that it was a hopeless case, bound for major bloodshed.

Q: Often when you come to a situation where things are changing, it's the junior officers

at the embassy who sort of get out and around more than the more senior officers, who
are sort of trapped in their positions of the establishment. And so they often depend on the
junior officers to really get out and take soundings and all that. Did you find that situation in
South Africa?

EICHER: We did, yes. | wouldn't say that the more senior officers were not connected;
the Ambassador and DCM certainly did have access and knew top people on all sides
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of the color bar. Where they did not really know people, where it was hardest to know
people, was in the emerging black leadership, that is, the young radicals in the townships.
There, | think it certainly was the more junior officers who were getting out much more
and knew people better. The more junior officers tended to be more radical, if you will,
more anti-apartheid, or at least more apt to be actively or outspokenly anti-apartheid,
than the more senior officers did. It was to a large extent up to the younger officers to get
out into the townships and meet people and find out what was going on. That was my
role in Pretoria. In Cape Town, | was much more following Parliament and the Afrikaner
establishment. | was in a particularly interesting position because | got to see both sides.
The other less senior political officers and | did, in fact, continually try to push upon the
higher-ups in the embassy the importance of giving greater credence to the new black
leaders, and to push American policy toward a more equitable stance, and to press the
South Africans to more reasonable policies. It wasn't that the embassy top leadership
supported apartheid in any way; they didn't, of course. But, by virtue of their age, or their
experience, or their professional standing, or greater commitment to reflect the carefully
balanced U.S. policy, or whatever, they were just more restrained and more careful. In
some ways, that translated to us a position that wasn't sufficiently anti-apartheid. | should
say here that the Ambassador and DCM always seemed sympathetic to our positions,
even if they often didn't go along with us. Some others in the embassy came across
much more as supporters of the South African regime. And, the nature of the country was
generally that the people in the embassy who were not specifically assigned to follow black
affairs would be unlikely to meet educated blacks at all.

| remember at one point we had some internal dissent concerning a visit to South Africa
by Henry Kissinger, who was secretary of state then. The country team was setting up
Kissinger's schedule, including a meeting with a number of prominent black leaders which
was, of course, something he had to do, even though as far as we could tell he himself
was not much interested in doing that. He was coming to see the government leaders and
this was really just a token meeting with blacks. Three of us in the political sectiothere

Interview with Mr. Peter D. Eicher http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001547



Library of Congress

were only four officers the political section, the counselor and three younger officerwere
aghast when we saw this list of black leaders, which was a list of very nice people but
didn't include people from the emerging leadership, nobody who we considered among the
real, more credible leaders of black South Africa.

Q: Using the American term, more Uncle Toms and that?

EICHER: Yes, that's what we would have said at the time and probably did say at the time.
In retrospect they weren't necessarily Uncle Toms at all, of course, but they were people
who had reached senior positions in society without offending the government sufficiently
to be banned or otherwise persecuted. | remember the three of us writing a joint memo

to the ambassador telling him we were unhappy with the choice of participants in the
meeting. He took it seriously enough to meet with us and ask for names of people that
Kissinger ought to meet with. It was kind of tough for us. We came up with some names,
but many of the ones that we had come up with were either in jail or they were so young
and unknown that | guess it didn't make a sufficient impression on the ambassador. One,
however, that we really pressed, because of its symbolism, was Robert Sobukwe, who
was the head of the Pan-Africanist Congress. He was not in jail but was banned, meaning
that he was restricted to a very small area and only could meet with one or two people at a
time and could not go far from his home. | remember the ambassador saying, “You know,
Sobukwe has been banned for many years. He's really kind of out of it. Besides that, he's
in Kimberley and, you know, we couldn't work it out logistically.” So they went ahead with
their Uncle Tom meeting with Kissinger. We didn't win that one and we thought that was
the end of the story.

But, when the embassy made its annual move down to Cape Town a few months later,
the ambassador actually stopped in Kimberley himself and met with Robert Sobukwe. |
remember meeting the ambassador afterwardl was the only one of the three who signed
the memo who was part of the embassy's Cape Town contingenand him saying, “Oh, |
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was so impressed with Robert Sobukwe. You'd be amazed at how plugged in he is to
what's going on.” We felt a little moral victory there, proud, but it was a little too late.

| can't remember specifically what it was that Kissinger came for or what prompted his
visit, but it was certainly part of the general effort to try to improve American-South African
relations by getting the South Africans to lighten up their apartheid policies a little bit, at
the margins at least, and make them a little bit more internationally acceptable so that

we could cooperate with them. The visit was also probably connected to the effort to

find a solution to the Rhodesia problem. It was my first ever SecState visit, so that was
interesting for me. Of course, we had control officers for different events and teams that
had to be at the hotel all night long just in case something came up. | remember one of the
middle-of-the-night jobs | had was scanning all the newspapers and the wire services and
pulling out stories that might be worthy of being read by the secretary and his team. On top
of each news report we selected, we had to attach an index card summarizing the article
In one sentence for them. One amusing story | got on my watch was the incident when
Vice President Rockefeller got angry with some demonstrators and gave them the finger,
which was caught on film by some photographer. | carefully pulled the story out and put a
card on the top saying “the vice president put his finger into a sticky ethical controversy.”
That's about all | remember of the Kissinger visit. | was not in any of the meetings and only
saw the secretary walk by at a large gathering. | don't remember him taking time to meet
or greet the people at the Embassy; that would not have been Kissinger's style.

Q: Could you sort of compare and contrast the situation from your viewpoint in Pretoria
and in Cape Town?

EICHER: You mean the political situation?
Q: Yes and sort of the ambience.

EICHER: In general, Pretoria is very much a government town. It's small and quiet. The
sidewalks kind of roll up at five o'clock and everybody goes home. The big metropolis
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which was the commercial and financial center, Johannesburg, was about an hour down
the road. Pretoria did have its own black townships, which were also very much in turmoill
and it was in the Pretoria townships that | got to know most of my black contacts. In

fact, since Johannesburg was a much bigger city with much bigger townships, the more
important leaders emerged in the Johannesburg townships such as Soweto rather than

in Pretoria, but those were generally covered by the consulate in Johannesburg rather
than by us in Pretoria. We also had a consulate in Durban that followed events in Natal
Province, which included most of South Africa's Indian population and most of the Zulus,
as well as a good proportion of the English-speaking whites. There was also a full-time
consulate in Cape Town. Cape Town is a wonderful, beautiful city, or at least it was at

the time. It's right on the ocean, surrounded by pretty little mountains, which makes for a
spectacular setting. Unlike Pretoria and Johannesburg and the other cities up north which
weren't settled until the 19th century, Cape Town has a lot of history, buildings going back
hundreds of years, a lot more character, including what they call the Cape Dutch influence
in the architecture, little flower alleys, cobblestone streets, the Parliament Buildings and
beaches and vineyards nearby. It was a much more cosmopolitan kind of city. Cape Town
had a big “colored,” or mixed race, population who were the majority in Cape Town at the
time. The “coloreds” were also restricted and segregated, but not as heavily as the blacks,
so you had a feeling that, in a sense, Cape Town was a bit more open and liberal than
Pretoria was. It certainly was a much more pleasant city. We always said that as bad as

it was to move back and forth between Cape Town and Pretoria every six months, the
advantage was that we got to spend six months of every year in Cape Town, which most
embassy people did not. It really was a much nicer place to be than Pretoria.

Politics were not quite as rough there either, although they did have their problems in
Cape Town as well, and they did have riots in their townships. Generally, events in those
townships were followed by the consular staff in Cape Town. In Cape Town, my own
portfolio shifted radically and my main issue to follothe reason | was therwas parliament,
which met just about every day. So, | would spend a lot of time going down to parliament. |
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got to know a lot of parliamentarians and a lot of the media folks who followed parliament.
Since | was only about 26 or so, | tended to meet a lot of the young backbenchers more
than the powerful leaders, but there were a lot of interesting people there. | knew Frederick
de Klerk, who much later became prime minister and won the Nobel Peace Prize with
Nelson Mandela for bringing about a peaceful transition. | took him to lunch one day, just
the two of us. He was still a backbencher but was already known as a young “verligte”
who seemed to be going places. Frankly, | was less impressed with him than with some
of the other backbenchers. | got to be pretty good friends with a couple of others who
ended up as cabinet ministers in later years but were backbenchers at the time. These
were the kind of people who gave me the sense that they wanted to try to find a solution
other than apartheid, which they could see was not working. Or, at least, some of them
did. The parliament was so heavily dominated by the Afrikaners, the Nationalist Party, that
the opposition was practically meaningless. There may have been 20 or 30 opposition
members out of a couple of hundred members of parliament. The real hope was for a
change within the Nationalist Party.

Q: Looking at this group, described sometimes as “the great white tribe of Africa,” the
Afrikaner, was there a good solid generational gap growing among them? | would assume
the hard-liners were the older group and the young people had other ideas, because, |
mean, it's not much fun being so isolated and widely condemned.

EICHER: That's true. You could see this split starting to emerge among the Afrikaners.

It wasn't quite so clearly the younger folks against the older folks, but certainly the older
folks tended to be in the “verkrampte” or hard-line camp, and the younger folks tended

to have a more enlightened viewpoint. This still was not a liberal view, by any means; it's
not as though they wanted to bring down the Afrikaner power structure or even bring an
immediate end to apartheid. But it was still significant to see quite a number of younger
Afrikaners questioning the system, not in the sense of protest or vigorous opposition,

but in the sense that they could tell is wasn't working, it wasn't going to be a long term
solution. They were starting to search for an answer that would allow the country to move
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ahead peacefully and end apartheid without damaging their own interests and lifestyle and
future. They were still afraid of taking steps to open things up in a way that might get out of
control and lead to revolution. When | got there, John Vorster was prime minister. He was
one of the architects of apartheid. He was very strongly conservative. He retired, while |
was still there, he was replaced by P. W. Botha, who was also belligerently pro-apartheid.
You just saw an increasing bunker mentality among the older folks, which was disturbing
to some of the younger ones.

When | mention the bunker mentality, I'm not only talking about the bad image South
Africa had in the world and the increasing number of sanctions against it, but there were
also at the time the liberation struggles going on all over southern Africa. Although the
ANC and PAC were not very successful in bringing the liberation struggle into South Africa
proper, there was some active fighting against white regimes going on in South West
AfricNamibia, which South Africa controlleas well as in Rhodesia, which had declared its
independence and which South Africa was helping. Mozambique and Angola were still
Portuguese territories until about a year before | got to South Africa, so there had been
fighting, liberation struggles, in both of those. There was still fighting going on in both
Angola and Mozambique while | was there, not against the Portuguese, who had left, but
among the different liberation movements in Angola, and between the government and a
rebel group backed by the white Rhodesians in Mozambique. There were still many South
African troops in Namibia and they had made incursions deep into Angola. In fact, some
South Africans once told me that they were with the military forces that went so far into
Angola that they could see the lights of Luanda, which is all the way up at the north of
Angola. They had gotten that far into Angola. They never admitted that publicly. So there
was, in fact, a real war going on in the region, which contributed to the bunker mentality.
The South Africans considered themselves a bastion against these communist-backed
liberation movements and couldn't understand why the West didn't take their side, since
they claimed to be fighting Soviet surrogates.
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The Cubans were already in Angola at that point and the South Africans were vehemently
anti-Cuban. | had one funny incident with that. | remember being taken to lunch in the
Parliament's official dining room at one point by one of my South African parliamentarian
friends, a young and very conservative fellow named Albert Nothnagel. We had a lovely
lunch there and afterwards the waiter came around with a box of cigars and | said “They're
probably Cuban cigars, ha, ha.” He looked very offended and he called the waiter over and
took a look and sure enough, these were Cuban cigars that they were serving in the South
African Parliament, while their soldiers were up fighting the Cubans near the Namibian
border. Nothnagel looked quite embarrassed. | suspect that he did something to stop that.

Q: Did the coloreds have any representation? Was there any kind of contact? How did
they fit in?

EICHER: The coloreds, or mixed-race people, had no clout but, in fact, they were one of
the chinks in the ideological armor of apartheid. | can't remember what the proportions

of the population were; | think there were substantially fewer coloreds than whites. But

it was a situation where the coloreds were not suitably accommodated by the apartheid
structure. They did have their own political assembly of some kind but because they
didn't have a specific geographical area to go with it, it just didn't quite fit in into the grand
theory of apartheid, that all people would be equal in their own territories. Most of the
coloreds were in the Cape Town area, but they were not limited to that. It was accepted
that they would have to be part of “white” South Africa over the long term, even though
apartheid's restrictions clearly made them second class citizens. Coloreds had their own
facilitieseparate living areas, train cars, and so fortseparate from the blacks and whites.
The same went for South Africa’s Indian population, as well, which was concentrated in the
Durban area. The Afrikaners hoped the coloreds and Indians would identify more with the
whites than the blacks and therefore accept apartheid even if they didn't like it. In fact, it
didn't really work that way; most politically active coloreds identified with the blacks.
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Q: Looking at this, how about the, | don't know, is it called the “English group?” I'm sure
they were as articulate as all hell, but did they have any particular influence?

EICHER: Not a lot. You know, they tended politically to be in opposition to the Afrikaner
establishment, to condemn apartheid, and to want a more just system. They wanted to
share power, but it wasn't clear exactly how they planned to do this or what final result they
were looking for. They didn't have a master plan and it wasn't necessarily clear that they
all wanted to completely get rid of the system of white control. In addition to the liberals,
there was a white English partgosh, | have forgotten the name of iwhich in years past had
run the South African government. But it was reduced to a small opposition by the time

| got there. During the election while | was there, they were thoroughly trounced by the
Nationalist Party and even lost to the more liberal, generally English, party which then took
over as the official opposition. Again, by that time there was, as | say, maybe 30 opposition
members of Parliament. They could have their say and often made very good points in
debate, but they had no power to block anything the government wanted to do. Overall,
the opposition actually lost seats to the Nationalist Party during the election while | was
there.

Q: How did you find life in Cape Town? There might be people who would feel this is an
abhorrent regime but life is pretty good | mean, if you happened to be white, English-
speaking.

EICHER: Well, that's right. You could say that throughout South Africa, in general, living
conditions for the foreign diplomats were extremely pleasant. Things are very cheap,
everything was available, and housing was excellent; almost everybody at the embassy
had a swimming pool at their house. Those of us who moved every six months had two
houses, of course. We had one in Pretoria and one in Cape Town, which remained empty
half the year when we were in the other place. There were good restaurants, good food,
excellent wine, very, very cheap. We had wine we liked from the Western Cape for a
couple of dollars a bottle. It was so cheap partly because the South Africans had trouble
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finding export markets because of their apartheid policy. There were all of the good
colonial thingsporting clubs, servants. There were nice beaches and game parks. It was
a lovely place to live if you were white and if you could close your eyes to the political
situation, which, in fact, a disturbing number of Americans did, including at the embassy.

Those of us who followed politics tended to find it depressing after a while. It was a

one issue country. You couldn't have a discussion at a lunch or a cocktail party or any
conversation that didn't come back to apartheid. That was the only issue. In one sense, it
made it very easy to be a political officer there because everybody was dying to tell you
their side of the story and give you their arguments. You didn't have to dig. We were very
well received by everybody, black and white and Afrikaner and English. | never had any
trouble making contacts. | remember at first being a little nervous because | was a very
young, inexperienced American officer being expected to follow parliament, which was this
august institution of senior South African leaders. But, you know, | would call up and ask
some parliamentarian | had never met to lunch and they would say well, yes, of course.
No problem. We would invite people to our house and it would be the first time the whites
had ever met or talked with an educated black, or perhaps any black other than servants.
It tended to be an eye-opener for them. So, you would feel like you were doing a little bit of
good, opening a dialogue and making the whites see things a bit differently.

Q: You could then entertain? | would assume it was our policy wasn't it, to make sure that
we got our views across to all sides?

EICHER: Absolutely. You tried to entertain everybody. You had to do much of it at home,
of course, because the blacks were not allowed into the restaurants downtown. In fact,
they were just starting to make the first exceptions to that when we were there, as well.
There were a few designated hotels and restaurants around the country open to all races,
very few; | think there was only one in all of Pretoria. It was the best hotel in town. Since it
was so expensive, there was no danger that many blacks would actually go there. But, in
line with the development of apartheid, if you're going to have the black president of one
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of the homelands or other African countries come to Pretoria, he had to have some place
reasonable he could stay. So, in theory you could entertain blacks at one or two hotels but
it was very rare. Basically, you had to do that kind of entertaining at home, which we did a
lot of.

We had some black friends in Pretoria who we invited down to join us in Cape Town. They
were young folks like us and came down and stayed with us for a few days and it was
difficult because you couldn't go to the restaurants together; we weren't supposed to go
to the same beach with them; we couldn't go to the movies with them. Everything was
so completely segregated. They were forward-leaning folks and there were some fairly
deserted beaches around Cape Town, and so | do remember we spent a little time on a
rather deserted beach, but it was a very uncomfortable way to have to be looking over
your shoulder expecting trouble. Sometimes it would really strike you. While our friends
were visiting us in Cape Town, he was out front washing his car in our driveway and our
neighbor came over to ask if “our boy” could also wash her car when he was finished. It
was hard for us; | can't imagine how hard it must have been for them.

| remember once seeing a merry-go-round set up someplace that, as with many things in
South Africa, had a sign on it saying “whites only” and | remember a little black child just
watching the merry-go-round going around. There were lots of things like that. It got to be
heart-rending, and worse. You know, we got to know more and more people who ended
up in jail, or exiled, or even dead. So, although living conditions were very nice for us, it
got to be quite a depressing place and that was the reason, along with the move back
and forth every six months, which caused us to leave at the end of two years instead of
extending.

Q: Did you find interest on both sides of the apartheid divide in America's wrestling with
racial discrimination? | mean, we were certainly working on the issue and in the '70s and, |
mean, this was still very much a work in progress.
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EICHER: We found that white South Africans referred to America's racial situation quite a
bit, but didn't see it as a model of what they could do but rather along the lines of “you've
got your problems, so how can you criticize us?” In fact, they would make a point of saying
that our situation was not same as theirs at all. They would say that American blacks
weren't really blacks at all, but “mulattoes,” or “coloreds” and, of course, coloreds are much
more civilized and much easier to deal with than real African blacks. So, in their eyes,
Americans could not claim to have experience that was really relevant to what they were
going through.

| remember getting once a telephone call from some irate persoas we do in every
embasscomplaining about U.S. policy and asking how we could be critical of South Africa
when we in the U.S. would never let a black be in a position of authority. The caller said
that in the U.S. military, we would never let a black be a pilot, for example. | told him we
already had black generals. He laughed and said “that's nonsense” and hung up. So that's
just one small example of their not understanding the U.S. experience or seeing it as
something relevant to them.

On the other hand, the U.S. policy toward South Africa became a huge domestic issue

in South Africa. While | was there, the American administration changed from Gerry Ford
to Jimmy Carter. Jimmy Carter took a much more principled position on South Africa, a
harder line, and incensed the Afrikaners. There was a South African election shortly after
Jimmy Carter became president and the Nationalist Party basically ran their campaign as if
they were running against Jimmy Cartedenouncing him and his policy constantlrather than
running against the irrelevant white opposition. Using this anti-Carter approach, they won
by a landslide and ended up in an even stronger position in parliament.

Q: Did you, both in the Ford and Carter administrations, get Congressional visitors,
particularly, well, | mean, from both sides of the spectrum but basically, black leaders
coming down there to make a point or not?
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EICHER: We did get quite a lot of congressional visitors. | was involved with some of them
and not others. | remember we had Charlie Diggs, of Michigan, who was a prominent
congressmal think he was head of the Black Caucuwho was later convicted of something
corrupt and | think sent to jail. | remember being not at all impressed with him. But, he
was trying to burnish his credentials as a kind of a liberation leader, or a sympathetic soul,
or whatever. | was his control officer. | had him over to my house to meet a bunch of my
black contacts. It was easier for them to come to the house than to the embassy. After the
meeting he left them all with a handshake and told them “good work, keep at it and if you
need anything, there is a black officer at the American Embassy you should contact.” And
when he said this he was sitting in my house with my contacts, my friends, so | took great
offense at Charlie Diggs.

There was another congressman whose name | don't remembeSykes, maybe? who | was
control officer for. | remember the big problem I had with him was that he wanted to go on
a lion hunt while he was in South Africa. Of course, hunting lions is something that's not
easy to do these days, or even back then, even in South Africa. In the game parks you're
not allowed to hunt. But, the South Africans would bend over backwards to try to be helpful
to a friendly U.S. congressman, which he was. So, one of our military attach#s pulled a
few strings and the South Africans actually set up a lion hunt for this guy. It took a lot of
effort on our side, and probably on theirs, to get it done. Of course, you can never just go
back and tell a congressman that his request is unreasonable. Anyway, he got there and
decided that well, he'd better not go on this lion hunt after all, because it might look bad
to the folks back home if news got out that he was in South Africa hunting lions on the
taxpayers' dollars. After we set the whole thing up we had to cancel it again! That's the
only memory | have of that particular congressman.

Q. At least the lions came out ahead.

EICHER: The lions came out ahead. The biggest visit while | was there was Vice President
Mondale and this was kind of a seminal point in U.S.-South African relations. He was
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coming out to South Africa to make another effort to try to nudge them enough in the right
direction that they would start to become acceptable internationally. He was very carefully
briefed. The big issue for those preparing the visit was how to draw the balance in U.S.
policy between a desire for majority rule and wanting to achieve this through peaceful
evolution. The idea of the trip was for Mondale to pressure and encourage the government
to do the right thing, move in the right direction. There was not a desire to break entirely
with the white South African government or even to worsen relations with them, although
the subtext of the visit was that if they didn't improve, relations would inevitably get worse.
So, there was a lot of emphasis during the trip preparations on what sound bites to use
and not to use. For example, the white South Africans were particularly averse to the idea
of “one man, one vote,” since they saw it as a formula for an immediate black takeover and
their relegation to insignificance. So, U.S. policy, under both Ford and Carter was to avoid
publicly using the formula “one man, one vote,” which would just get a nasty reaction and
prevent further dialogue. So, instead, the U.S. position was couched in kind of diplomatic
terms that, you know, all South Africans had to find a just solution for sharing power. They
have to work on it together. It had to be a solution that's acceptable to all South Africans.
We used these kinds of formulations as a matter of policy, to shy away from the “one-
man, one-vote” issue to the extent we could, because using that term would just convince
the South Africans that we were in favor of black revolution and having the whites swept
away; that's what “one man, one vote” meant to them. “One man, one vote in a unitary
state,” | think, was the line they used to use to describe an endgame that would be totally
impossible for them to negotiate.

So anyway, Mondale came out, he had a series of meetings, and everything went pretty
well. In his farewell press conference a journalist, in fact, one of my good friends from the
parliamentary journalist corps, asked him, “Mr. Mondale. Are you saying that we should
have one-man, one-vote?” and Mondale said, “Yes.” So, because of that one answer,
the headlines about the visit were all negative in the white South African press; the South
Africans were up in arms and the visit was kind of a diplomatic disaster. Nobody could
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believe that after Mondale was briefed so carefully, he had gone out there and supported
“one man, one vote,” which effectively cut off further discussion, as far as the South
Africans were concerned. On the other hand, we young political officers were just elated
and so was most of the black community. Relations with the South African government
from that point onward for with the rest of my tour took an absolute nosedive and our
relations with the non-white communities of South Africa improved by the same token. So
that was a very interesting kind of turning point in U.S. policy.

There was one other small point that happened about the same time, or a bit later. The
U.S. had always described the apartheid system as “abhorrent.” The South Africans
didn't like this, of course, and begged us to come up with another term. So, someone in
Washington came up with the term “repugnant,” which we started using, even though the
South Africans thought that was even worse. They didn't ask us again to come up with
new terms.

Q: Did Jesse Jackson get there?
EICHER: He did not during my time there, certainly not that | remember.
Q: Did we have a black officer at the embassy?

EICHER: We did have a black officer at the embassy. In fact, we had two in South Africa;
one at the embassy and one at the consulate in Johannesburg; they were the second and
third black officers to serve in South Africa.

Q: Who were they?

EICHER: One was Richard Baltimore, who was one of my young colleagues in the political
section in Pretoria; in fact, he was part-time consular officer and part-time political. The
other was Joseph Segars, who was the consular officer at the consulate in Johannesburg.
There had been one black officer previously, who left just before | got there. He was an
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economic officer in Pretoria. His name, | don't remember. He had been the first. So, the
South Africans were starting to get used to this, to some extent, at least. There were also a
couple of other black diplomats in town, an Ambassador from Malawi, | think, and a couple
of “diplomats” from the Transkei, which was the first of the “independent” homelands.

Q : What were the perceptions of the two officers in your talking to them?
EICHER: | spent a lot of time with them, especially with Rich Baltimore.
Q: Where is he?

EICHER: I've lost track of him. | heard that he was retired. He spent years in the Middle
East and I'm not quite sure where he physically is these days.

| spent a lot of time especially with him since we were in the political section together. He
was a gregarious sort of guy and was very forward in his approach to the racial problems
in South Africa. He loved going out to lunch with me to different places every time, just

to be there and insist that he was entitled to stay, just to make sure places had been
integrated a bit, even if they were still off limits to South African non-whites. By that time,
there have been enough publicity in South Africa about black diplomats that there wasn't
much trouble; nobody... well, | think once or twice we had a little trouble, but not any
serious trouble. We were asked to leave at least once but we stayed and insisted. We
were never actually thrown out of a place. He always liked to get the most prominent table
possible. He liked to do things that would just outrage the Afrikaners, to drive around town
In his sports car convertible, and to date white girls. Joe Segars, in Johannesburg, was a
lot more low key. | didn't get to know him as well at the time since he was in a different city.
He had his family with hia wife and small soand that must've been extremely tough for him.

Q: Did you find in your work that there were sort of tribal politics that were going on
between the Zulus and others? | mean, did this play any particular role or not?
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EICHER: Well, it did, to some extent. Tribal politics were important especially within the
context of the Bantustan system, which was going very strong while we were there. The
first of the Bantustans, the Transkei, the Xhosa homeland, got its independence while |
was there, or right before. The others were slated to. It was indeed, a big political issue

at the time. A few black leaders had bought on to the idea. Some of them might sincerely
have felt that they would be better off running their own homeland than as part of the
oppressive South African system. So, you did have some “presidents” of homelands,

and some blacks who were elected to homeland councils. Aside from Transkei, the most
prominent was Kwazulu, the Zulu homeland in Natal, which was headed by the most
prominent tribal leader, Gatsha Buthelezi. In general, the tribally-based leaders were

seen by the urban blacks as “Uncle Toms.” There was a debate within the Embassy
about whether Buthelezi was an Uncle Tom or a liberation movement leader. He led a
Zulu-based organization called Inkatha, which he styled a liberation movement. He was
outspokenly anti-apartheid and was certainly a strong leader among the Zulus, so he was
something of a problem for the South Africans. But, at the same time, he was acting within
the system, as a leader of one of the so-called Bantustans. | remember arguing with the
consul general from Durban, who thought Buthelezi was a liberation movement leader,
while we in the political section saw him as more in the Uncle Tom category because that's
how he was regarded by the urban blacks, who thought that he had sold out by accepting
tribal politics and a position as a homeland tribal leader.

Also, | remember there were policy discussions about whether or not Americans would

to be allowed to visit or even drive through the independent Bantustans. It was decided
that official Americans would not be allowed to visit. This met with some unhappiness
from a lot of people in the embassy community because they felt we should be more
supportive of South African policy and why shouldn't we be going to these places? But,

in the larger scheme of things, | think we in the political section saw the Bantustans as
largely irrelevant. Tribal politics were going on, but they were really a side issue. We didn't
spend a lot of time reporting on them. The real black political movements at the time were
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